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This study examines John Wesley’s conception and uses of Scripture. The 
methodological point is made that a fully critical study will compare and contrast 
conceptions, explicit statements about Scripture, and uses, the functions which 
Scriptural references fulfill (chapter 1). Wesley’s understanding of Scripture’s 
inspiration, infallibility, and authority is discussed (chapter 2) and specific attention 
is given to its sufficiency, clarity, and wholeness (chapter 3). The relations between 
Scripture, reason, Christian antiquity, the Church of England, and experience are 
discussed (chapter 4). Wesley’s purpose, prerequisites and rules for interpretation 
are discussed (chapter 5). 

Part II of the dissertation focuses on the use of Scripture. For each of the 
components mentioned above, Wesley’s use is analyzed, based on a representative 
sample of Wesley’s writings. The use of Scripture as an authority is discussed 
(chapter 6) as well as its functional relations with other authorities (chapter 7). 
Wesley’s use of his rules of interpretation is made clear (chapter 8). A conclusion 
(chapter 9) summarizes the findings of the study. 

Wesley is seen as emphasizing the unity of both theological method and of 
Scripture. The unity of theological method is expressed by the interdependence of 
the five authorities for Christian faith and practice. The primacy of Scripture means 
that it plays a significant role in determining how each of the other four should be 


employed. Reciprocally, each of the four is used in interpreting the meaning of 
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Scripture. The thesis is advanced that these five are understood by Wesley as a five- 
fold but unitary locus of authority. 

The unity of Scripture is the key to understanding Wesley’s interpretation of 
Scripture. While seven rules of interpretation are discussed, Wesley emphasizes 
interpretation according to the analogy of faith, which is taught by the general tenor 
of Scripture. 

While Wesley’s use is largely tongruent with his conception of Scripture, 
two significant differences are found. First, his use is more flexible than his 
conception would indicate. Second, he uses a broader spectrum of tradition than his 


conception allows. 
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Wesley’s works are cited, whenever possible, in the Bicentenial Edition of 
The Works of John Wesley. If the relevant volumes have not yet been published, 
then older editions are used. To facilitate the use of multiple editions, I have cited 
section number as provided by Wesley in some writings, notably the Sermons and 
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AV uous Version of the Bible, commonly known as the King James 
ersion. 


BCP The Book of Common Prayer... According to the Use of the Church of 
England, Oxford: University Printers, 1710. 


Curnock ihe sores of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M. Ed. Nehemiah Curnock, 8 
vols., F l 


Jackson The Works of John Wesley. [Ed. Thomas Jackson]. 14 vols. London: 
Wesleyan Conference Office, 1872. Reprint. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, [n.d.} 

Journal The Journal of John Wesley, in either Curnock or Works. 

Letters The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, in either Telford or Works. 

NIV New International Version of the Bible. 


Notes John Wesley. Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament. London: 
William Bowyer, 1755. Reprint Wesleyan-Methodist Book-Room, [n.d.] 


RSV Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 


Sugden Wesley’s Standard Sermons. Ed. Edward H. Sugden. 2 vols. London: 
Epworth, 1921. 


Sermons John Wesley. Sermons. Ed. Albert C. Outler. In Works. 
Telford ion Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M. 8 vols. London: Epworth, 
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Works The Works of John Wesley. Bicentennial Edition. Ed. Frank Baker and 
Richard P. Heitzenrater. 35 vols, Nashville: Abingdon. Vols. 11, 25, 26, 
and 7 were originally published by Clarendon Press, Oxford under the 


name “Oxford Edition.” 


When this term is used without further qualification, it refers to John 


Wesley 
Wesley. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 


Questions about the authority and proper use of Scripture have been at the 
center of theological inquiry in Western Christianity since 1518, if not longer.! 
Martin Luther’s appeal to the Bible as an authority to counter the Papacy began a 
long process of inquiry and questioning which gave birth to modern Western 
theology in all its forms. Since that time many new developments in theology have 
been accompanied by corresponding developments in the conception and 
interpretation of the Bible. 

These developments have led to a wide diversity of views about the Bible 
and occasionally to bitter debates and divisions within the Christian church. To 
remedy the divisions and make progress in the debates, it is desirable for Christian 
theology to articulate a coherent, credible, and widely accepted conception of 
Scripture. 

Further progress toward such a conception would be helped in two ways by 
a more complete understanding of the history of biblical interpretation. First, it 
would clarify the present situation. By illuminating how we arrived at the present 
range of views held by Christian theologians it would help to explain many of the 

1See Werner Georg Kiimmel, The New Testament: The History of the 
Investigation of Its Problems, trans. S. McLean Gilmour and Howard C. Kee 
(Nashville and New York: Abingdon, 1972), 20. Kiimmel notes the Diet of 
Augsburg as a key point where a fundamental observation leading to the modern 
view of Scripture was made. While there were significant steps taken earlier, after 


1518 the question of Scripture’s authority and interpretation is clearly at the center 
of the theological agenda. 
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differences within that range. Underlying problems and possibilities could become 
more clear if placed within a larger context. 

Second, there may be resources in the past that could serve as guides for the 
future. Historical theology is in part the research that seeks help from the past for 
addressing today’s problems. Without guaranteeing that such help exists, historical 
theologians can examine the past for ideas and approaches that could conceivably 


open up new avenues of research for constructive theology in the future. 


Purpose 

This study of John Wesley’s conception and use of Scripture seeks to 
contribute to a contemporary understanding of the interpretation of Scripture in 
both of these ways. First, it will add a segment to the history of biblical 
interpretation by describing the work of a key figure in eighteenth-century 
Christianity. While a complete history of biblical interpretation even in this one 
century is not yet possible, this study might contribute to that larger project. Studies 
of key figures like Wesley are a necessary prerequisite to a coherent historical view of 
that crucial period of transition. 

Second, this study asks if Wesley has any contribution to make to the 
resolution of theological problems facing us today. While anachronism must be 
avoided, it is also possible that the past, properly interpreted, can inform the present. 

A third purpose of this study is to contribute to the field of Wesley Studies 
by describing Wesley’s theological method, Richard Heitzenrater has usefully 
surveyed the history of research in this field. At the level of “specialist studies,” he 


says there is a need for studies of Wesley that take into account a broader range of 
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factors than has been considered before.? By building on previous research and 
improvements in method, scholarly appraisals of John Wesley can be brought to a 
much higher level. We must rigorously ask the questions that will allow us to 
understand his own life and thought.3 


Method 

This study is primarily descriptive in nature, seeking critically to describe 
and analyze Wesley’s relation to the Bible. A fully critical description requires three 
stages of research: comprehensive examination of Wesley’s writings, thorough 
description of both his conception and his use of Scripture, and broad description of 
Wesley’s relation to his context. This study seeks to accomplish the first two of those 
tasks, Attention to Wesley’s context will be given at certain key points, but a full 
discussion of his relation to the history of eighteenth-century biblical interpretation 
is beyond the scope of this study. 


Comprehensiveness 
A comprehensive description of Wesley’s conception of Scripture must 


carefully consider all of Wesley’s relevant statements.‘ While partial studies of 


Richard P. Heitzenrater, Mirror and Memory: Reflections on Early 
Methodism, Kingswood Books (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 213. 


3It is certainly the case that this study would not have been possible in its 
present form without the new critical edition of Wesley’s Worksnow being 
published. The “Index of Scriptural References” to the Sermons in Works, 4:651-87 
and the footnotes in each volume have been enormously helpful. 


4John Deschner, Wesley’s Christology: An Interpretation, (Dallas: Southern 
Methodist Univ. Press, 1960), 7-10, Wilbur H. Mullen “John Wesley’s Method of 
Biblical Interpretation,” Religion in Life, 47 (1978): 99, and Larry Shelton, “John 
Wesley’s Approach to Scripture in Historical Perspective,” Wesleyan Theological 
Journal 16 (Spring, 1981): 23, chose to limit their consideration to the Wesleyan 
“Standards”-either 44 or 53 sermons and the Explanatory Notes Upon the New 
Testament. There is some justification for this on the grounds that in the Model 
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Wesley’s writings have been done, they suffer from the possibility that they have 
overlooked a crucial component of Wesley’s thought. 

Wesley’s writings are not systematic in structure. They are occasional in 
nature, written for specific audiences on specific topics. Some of his most important 
themes, such as Christian perfection, are treated multiple times as the primary 
subject of a writing. Others, such as his doctrine of God, occur only in short sections 
within works on other topics. Thus, it is impossible to claim that a small group of 
Wesley’s writings provides an adequate basis for determining Wesley’s position on a 
given subject. 

To understand Wesley fully a comprehensive review of his writings must be 
carried out. For this study all of Wesley’s original writings have been searched and 
some 1,230 references to Scripture and theological method have been compiled. 
These references form the data base from which conclusions about Wesley’s views 
are drawn. 

With two exceptions, only Wesley’s original writings have been used. 
Abridged and edited works, such as The Christian Library, pose methodological 
problems for an investigation that aims to discover Wesley’s own views. Not only 
did he not compose the original words, he sometimes explicitly disclaimed 
responsibility for every detail of the finished product.5 In cases where Wesley 
Deed of 1763 Wesley himself commended these as standards by which to judge 
Methodist preaching. However, this study is interested in the whole of Wesley’s 
thought, including those sermons written after 1763 and other types of material both 
published and unpublished. 

5Cf. “Some Remarks on Mr. Hill’s ‘Review of All the Doctrines Taught by 
Mr. John Wesley’,” §I.1, Jackson, 10:382: “The plain inference is, If there are a 
hundred passages in the ‘Christian Library’ which contradict any or all of my 
doctrines, these are no proof that I contradict myself. Be it observed once for all, 


therefore, citations from the ‘Christian Library’ prove nothing but the carelessness 
of the correctors.” 
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includes borrowed material in the middle of an otherwise original work,‘ the 
borrowed portions have been ignored. 

The two exceptions to this are the two works of abridgment for which 
Wesley took special responsibility: The Explanatory Notes Upon the New 
Testament and the “Articles of Religion.” While the Notes were borrowed largely 
from Bengel, with additional material from Doddridge, Guyse and Heylyn,’ they do 
contain significant contributions from Wesley himself. The main reason for 
inclusion of this material is that Wesley himself took responsibility for this work as a 
measure of Methodist preaching. Along with the “four volumes of ‘Sermons,”” the 
Notes were the standards for Methodist preaching enshrined in the Model Deed.® 
Baker notes that Wesley carefully revised and enlarged the third edition of the work 
and quotes the Journa/ for December 12, 1759 where Wesley says that he, his 
brother, and others were “correcting and enlarging the notes as we saw occasion.”? 
All of this work will be treated as if it were Wesley’s own. 

The “Articles of Religion” also had Wesley’s hand in their formulation, but 
in a different way. Here, Wesley took the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of 
England and revised them down to 24. While he added very little new material, his 
omissions are significant. Wesley also took special responsibility for this editorial 

6For example, within The Doctrine of Original Sin, Jackson, 9:191-464, the 
material on pp. 353-431 and 434-464 is borrowed from other authors. In this case, 
Wesley acknowledges his debt. Other times, as in the sermon “The Duty of 


Constant Communion,” Works, 3:427-439, he does not. 


PR 1Cf. §§7 and 8 of the “Preface” to the Notes where Wesley acknowledges his 
ebt. 


8The entire deed is printed in “The Large Minutes,” Jackson, 8:330-1. 


Frank Baker, “John Wesley, Biblical Commentator,” Bulletin of the John 
i ee Library 71 (1989): 114. The entry in the Journal can be found in Curnock, 
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work since the Articles were to form the standard of doctrine for the new Methodist 
Episcopal Church in America, While this work cannot be treated as Wesley’s own, 
his editorial work can yield significant conclusions if handled carefully. 

With regard to Wesley’s use of Scripture, comprehensiveness is best served 
by intensive analysis of a representative body of material. Appendix 1 givesa 
complete list of the works used for this purpose. It was selected to be representative 
of the different types of his work as well as the different periods of his life. The 
generally reliable “Index of Scriptural References”!° for Wesley’s sermons has been 
used to draw statistical conclusions about his use of Scripture in that body of 


material. 


Conception and Use 

For the study of any theologian’s relation to Scripture, it is of fundamental 
importance to compare and contrast that person’s conception of Scripture with his 
or her use of Scripture. By “conception” I mean explicit statements about Scripture, 
whether systematically formulated or not. By “use” I mean an analysis of how 
scriptural citations and allusions actually function in the relevant texts. 

At a basic level, this distinction is similar to that between words and deeds. 
What a person says about Scripture is one thing. What that same person does with 
Scripture is a separate matter. It is not enough simply to quote any theologian’s 
words about Scripture without asking whether his or her use is congruent with those 
Stated views. The words about Scripture are called the “conception,” and what is 


actually done with Scripture is called its “use.” 


10 Works, 4:651-87. 
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To the extent that a theologian has addressed basic issues of religious 
authority and theological method, he or she will have addressed a number of 
familiar topics about Scripture. Within the theologian’s writings one would expect 
to find statements about Scripture’s authority, its inspiration, hermeneutical rules, 
and the relationship between the Old and New Testaments. 

For each of the above topics, an analogue can be isolated in the person’s use 
of Scripture. With regard to the authority of Scripture, a critical analysis can ask in 
what relation does Scripture actually stand to other warrants for theological 
conclusions. In Wesley’s doctrine of authority, Scripture is given first place, but 
some role is given to reason, Christian antiquity, experience and the Church of 
England. An analysis of use should ask if Scripture really does have primacy as a 
norm in his theology and what are the precise roles played by the other norms he 
uses. 

Similarly, explicit statements about biblical inspiration need to be compared 
with the differences between interpretations of the Bible and texts considered to be 
non-inspired. Hermeneutical rules need to be compared with the actual exegesis 
employed. Any theory about the relationship between the two testaments must be 
compared with how texts from both are used to explain, refute or support each 
other. 

It is the methodological claim of this thesis that only by a careful 
examination of both conception and use can a theologian’s relation to Scripture be 
fully understood. For example, it is possible to make strong claims about the 
authority of Scripture and then to do theology in a way that rarely relies on that 
authority at all. Conversely, it is possible to have a broad understanding of multiple 


authorities, but in practice to rely on Scripture to the near exclusion of all competing 
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authorities. To consider only one side, either the conception or the use, runs the risk 
of misunderstanding the subject by ignoring significant data. 

As with any comparison between theory and practice, one can expect to find 
both consistency and inconsistency. What becomes interesting is the way in which 
the differences between the conception and use of Scripture illuminate each other. 
The stated conception of Scripture may show why Scripture is being used in a certain 
way, and the various uses of Scripture may show what was really intended by the 
conception. 

A critical description of Wesley’s conception of Scripture must allow Wesley 
to speak for himself in an organized manner. However, Wesley was not a systematic 
theologian. He did not write a treatise on the Bible or on theological method. 
Rather, he addressed topics that were needed for the preaching of the Gospel and 
the maintenance of the Revival. His explicit statements about Scripture are scattered 
throughout his writings. Thus, one must find an appropriate way to organize the 
material. The goal of this investigation is in part to construct a unified position on 
Scripture that is authentically Wesley’s. This approach assumes that Wesley had a 
coherent doctrine of scriptural authority. If he did, the historian’s task is to state 
that position and account for the apparently contradictory formulations in the 
Wesley corpus. If he did not, that will be apparent at the end of the study. 

In short, a clear statement of Wesley’s conception of Scripture should allow 
him to state his own position clearly. Such a statement should then be compared 
with an analysis of his use. This procedure will yield a more complete understanding 
of Wesley’s theological method than will an examination of either conception or use 


alone. 
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9 
State of the Question 

No study of Wesley and the Bible has yet been written that meets the 
methodological criteria discussed above. This is not to say that significant insights 
have not already been achieved, because they have. However, no one has 
thoroughly examined Wesley’s writings with the methodological rigor necessary to 
say with some certainty how he both conceived of and used Scripture. The literature 
can be examined in three groups: surveys of biblical interpretation, monographs on 
Wesley, and specific studies of Wesley and Scripture. 

Most of the studies of eighteenth-century biblical interpretation typically do 
not mention Wesley.!! A recent collection of essays mentions Wesley five times, only 
one of which extends as long as a single paragraph.!2 Four major studies of 
theological change in the period discuss Wesley without detailed analysis of his views 
on Scripture.!3 Their views are often insightful, but lack the necessary breadth and 


evidence. 


11TIn addition to Kümmel, these include Frederick W. Farrar, History of 
Interpretation (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1886; reprint, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
1961); Robert M. Grant A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible, rev. ed. 
(London: Adam and Charles Black, 1965); George Arthur Buttrick, ed. The 
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 4 vols. (Nashville and New York: Abingdon, 
1962), s.v. “History of Biblical Criticism” by S. J. De Vries, 1:413-8; Edward 
Carpenter “The Bible in the Eighteenth Century” in The Church’s Use of the Bible, 
ed. D. E. Nineham (London: SPCK, 1963), 89-124; W. Neil, “The Criticism and 
Theological Use of the Bible, 1700-1950,” in The Cambridge History of the Bible: 
The West from the Reformation to the Present Day, ed. S. L. Greenslade, 
(Cambridge: The University Press, 1963), 238-93; and Henning Graf Reventlow, 
The Authority of the Bible and the Rise of the Modern World, trans. John Bowden 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985). 


: Yvon Belaval and Dominque Bourel, eds. Le siècle des Lumières et Ia 
Bible, Vol. 7 of Bible de Tous les Temps (Paris: Editions Beauchesne, 1986). 


137 eslie Stephen, History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century, 3d. 
ed., 2 vols., (New York: Peter Smith, 1949 reprint); Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: 
An Interpretation: The Rise of Modern Paganism (New York: Knopf, 1966); Gerald 
R. Cragg, Reason and Authority in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Univ. Press, 1964); and Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in 
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A number of monographs have examined various facets of Wesley’s 
theology. Cannon, Cell, Deschner, Lindstrém, Monk, Piette, and Schmidt have all 
made contributions to the field of Wesley Studies.!4 Each one makes comments 
relevant to Wesley’s understanding of Scripture, but never with any extended 
analysis or description. However, insights on specific points from several of these 
writers have proved helpful and will be acknowledged at the appropriate points. 
Dissertations by Campbell and Matthews?‘ have illuminated other facets of Wesley’s 
theology and theological method, without covering Scripture directly. Clapper’s 
John Wesley on Religious Affections examines the relationship between Scripture 
and religious “affections,” but with an emphasis on elucidating Wesley’s theology of 
emotions.!® Kallstad’s John Wesley and the Bible: A Psychological Studyis more a 
psychological biography than a description of Wesley’s theological method. George 
Allen Turner’s The More Excellent Way: The Scriptural Basis of the Wesieyan 
Message is more concerned with tracing key Wesleyan doctrines back to the Bible 


Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven and London: Yale 
Univ. Press, 1974), 


M4William Ragsdale Cannon, The Theology of John Wesley, With Special 
Reference to the Doctrine of Justification (New York and Nashville: Abingdon- 
Cokesbury, 1946); George Croft Cell, The Rediscovery of John Wesley (New York: 
Henry Holt, 1935); Harald Lindström, Wesley and Sanctification: A Study in the 
Doctrine of Salvation (London: Epworth, 1950); Robert C. Monk, John Wesley: 
fis Puritan Heritage (Nashville and New York: Abingdon, 1966); and Martin 
Schmidt, John Wesley: A Theological Biography, trans. Norman P. Goldhawk and 
Dennis Inman, 2 vols. in 3 (New York and Nashville: Abingdon, 1963-73). 


15Ted Allen Campbell, “John Wesley’s Conceptions and Uses of Christian 
Antiquity” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Methodist University, 1984), and Rex Dale 
Matthews, “Religion and Reason Joined’: A Study in the Theology of John 
Wesley” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1986). The substance of Campbell’s 
dissertation has been published as John Wesley and Christian Antiquity: Religious 
Vision and Cultural Change, Kingswood Books (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991). 


: 16Gregory S. Clapper, John Wesley on Religious Affections, Wesley and 
Pietist Studies No. 1 (Metuchen, NJ, and London: Scarecrow, 1989). 
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than with a discussion of how the Bible functions in Wesley’s thought. Frank 
Baker’s article “John Wesley, Biblical Commentator” is primarily a history of the 
writing and publishing of both the Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament 
and the Explanatory Notes Upon the Old Testament. George Lyons’ 
“Hermeneutical Bases of Theology” is more concerned with constructive theological 
proposals in the Wesleyan tradition than with a description of Wesley’s 
interpretation of Scripture.!” 

Several studies have focused directly on Wesley’s conception or use of 
Scripture. Chief among them is Albert Outler’s introduction to Wesley’s sermons in 
the Bicentennial Edition of Wesley’s Works.!8 There Outler gives an overview of 
Scripture’s role in Wesley’s theological method that in three pages provides many 
pointers for further research. Colin Williams discusses the authority of Scripture, its 
inspiration and its interpretation in John Wesley’s Theology Today. He also 
discusses the ways in which reason, tradition, and experience modify Wesley’s 
principle of sola scriptura.’ 

Timothy Smith’s “John Wesley and the Wholeness of Scripture” correctly 
points out the importance of the wholeness of Scripture in Wesley’s thought. James 
Clemons points out that both principles and practice are important for 

Thorvald Källstad, John Wesley and the Bible: A Psychological Study 
(Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 1974); George Allen Turner, The More 
Excellent Way: The Scriptural Basis of the Wesleyan Message (Winona Lake, 
Indiana: Light and Life Press, 1952); Baker, “Biblical Commentator”; George 
(1083) ree Bases of Theology,” Wesleyan Theological Journal\8 


; 18 Works, 1:57-59, 69-70. I am indebted to Dr. Outler for pointing out the 
importance of “the analogy of faith” in Wesley’s understanding of the Bible. 


19Colin W. Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today (New York and 
Nashville: Abingdon, 1960). 
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understanding Wesley correctly, and that the term “literal interpretation” is more 
complex than some have taken it to be. Wilbur Mullen seeks to “illustrate some 
aspects” of Wesley’s interpretation. Duncan S. Ferguson in his “John Wesley on 
Scripture: the Hermeneutics of Pietism” seeks to reconstruct the assumptions that 
lie behind Wesley’s approach to the Bible. John Oswalt looks at Wesley’s use of the 
Old Testament and restricts his analysis to those writings that he judges to be 
“doctrinal.” Larry Shelton gives a brief overview of the history of biblical 
interpretation and draws some connections between Wesley and the Church Fathers 
and Reformers. Carl Michaelson refers to holiness as both a hermeneutic and a pre- 
understanding for Wesley. He suggests that in Wesley, holiness is a form of 
demythologization that allows the Christian to approach the world in a modern, 
secular way. However, all of these are limited either by their failure to consider the 
entire Wesley corpus, or their failure to compare and contrast conception and use.”° 

The three most comprehensive studies are dissertations by William Arnett 
and Robert Michael Casto and a book by Donald Thorson. Arnett’s “John 
Wesley-Man of One Book”?! meets many of the requirements for a critica] study. 
He has examined the entire Wesley corpus, he makes ample use of the secondary 

Timothy L. Smith, “John Wesley and the Wholeness of Scripture,” 
Interpretation 39 (1985): 246-62; James T. Clemons, “John Wesley—Biblical 
Literalist?” Religion in Life 46 (1977): 332-42; Mullen, “John Wesley’s Method ”; 
Duncan S. Ferguson, “John Wesley on Scripture: The Hermeneutics of Pietism,” 
Methodist History 22 (1984): 234-45; John Oswalt, “Wesley’s Use of the Old 
Testament in His Doctrinal Teachings,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 12 (1977): 
39-51; Shelton, “John Wesley’s Approach to Scripture ”; Carl Michaelson, “The 
Hermeneutics of Holiness in Wesley,” in The Heritage of Christian Thought: Essays 
in Honor of Robert Lowry Calhoun, ed. Robert E. Cushman and Egil Grislis, 127- 
41 (New York: Harper and Row, 1965). 

21 William Arnett, “John Wesley—-Man of One Book: An Investigation of the 
Centrality of the Bible in the Life and Works of John Wesley with Special Emphasis 


on His Labours as an Interpreter of the New Testament” (Ph.D. diss., Drew 
University, 1954). 
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literature on Wesley’s theology, and he distinguishes between Wesley’s doctrine of 
Scripture and his use thereof. His quotations from Wesley’s writings are very helpful 
in locating the key places to identify Wesley’s relation to Scripture. 

Two problems, however, render this study less than adequate. First, 
Arnett’s work displays touches of Methodist triumphalism, a problem that plagued 
the field of Wesley Studies for many years. He uses triumphalist sources uncritically, 
simply repeating their unbalanced encomiums about Wesley. 

Second, he is less than rigorous in his method. He claims to have shown 
that Wesley was truly “a man of one book,” but he never defines what the phrase 
meant to Wesley or means today.? He ignores the implications that Wesley’s use of 
non-scriptural sources has for that claim. Arnett never defines “use”; it is unclear 
what he means by the term. Many different topics, including principles of 
interpretation and how Scripture functions, are included in the section on “Wesley’s 
Use of Scripture.” While Arnett has found many of the key passages in Wesley, he 
frequently fails to analyze them fully.24 

22For example, see his uncritical quotation on page 10 from Augustine 
Birrell’s “John Wesley-Some Aspects of the Eighteenth Century in England”: “No 
single figure influenced so many minds, no single voice touched so many hearts. No 
other man did such a life’s work for England.” The trap of Methodist triumphalism 
has been underscored by Albert Outler, “A New Future for Wesley Studies: An 
Agenda for ‘Phase IIT” in The Future of the Methodist Theological Traditions, ed. 
M. Douglas Meeks (Nashville: Abingdon, 1985), 38-39. See also Richard P. 


Heitaenmter, “John Wesley and the Historian’s Task” in Mirror and Memory, 205- 


Arnett, 48-49, 112, 243. Williams, 25 suggests that “By homo unius libri 
Wesley means a reliance upon the way of salvation given in the Scriptures. His point 
is that the final authority in matters of religion is the Bible, and all other writings 
must be judged in the light of this once-for-all revelation.” 


24Arnett’s discussion of Wesley’s frequency of biblical allusions leaves much 


to be desired. He examines the sermon “Scriptural Christianity” and one passage 
where 82 out of 166 words are from the Bible. He concludes, “The sermon is indeed 
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Casto’s dissertation “Exegetical Method in John Wesley’s Explanatory 
Notes on the Old Testament’’is the best study to date done on Wesley’s relation to 
the Bible. Casto surveys the historical background, discusses Wesley’s approach to 
biblical exegesis, and then discusses Wesley’s practice by analyzing his Explanatory 
Notes Upon the Old Testament. He notes that less than one percent of this work is 
original with Wesley, and confines his analysis to those original comments. 
Particularly helpful is Casto’s detailed bibliography of seventeenth- and eighteenth- 
century works on biblical interpretation in Appendix 1.25 

Casto’s work gives careful consideration to the principles and practice of 
exegesis. His section entitled “Historical Background” discusses common 
assumptions about biblical exegesis in the eighteenth century. Compared with this 
present study, Casto’s focus is specifically on the practice of exegesis. His work is a 
helpful first look at that part of Wesley’s conception and use of Scripture. However, 
the restriction of looking only at Wesley’s exegesis in The Explanatory Notes Upon 
the Old Testament means that Casto makes no effort to achieve comprehensiveness. 

Donald A. D. Thorson’s Wesleyan Quadrilateral focuses on Wesley’s 
theological method, and considers Scripture’s authority in relation to tradition, 
reason and experience.26 Thorson has provided a helpful overview of Wesley’s 
method organized around the four-fold structure of the “quadrilateral.” The 
argument should be taken seriously, but its defects stem from two faults in his 
mada for preachers, and illustrates Wesley’s mastery in the use of the Bible,” 

Robert Michael Casto, “Exegetical Method in John Wesley’s Explanatory 
Notes Upon the Old Testament: A Description of his Approach, Use of Sources and 
Practice” (Ph. D. diss., Duke University, 1977). 

%Donald A. D. Thorson, The Wesleyan Quadrilateral: Scripture, 


Tradition, Reason and Experience as a Model of Evangelical Theology (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1990). 
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methodology. First, Thorson uncritically adopts a popular view of the quadrilateral 
without demonstrating its applicability to Wesley’s own writings. Specifically, it will 
be argued here that the category of tradition is anachronistic in Wesley’s own view. 
Secondly, Thorson never distinguishes between Wesley’s conception and use of these 
four authorities, which leads to a lack of precision in his conclusions. Nevertheless, 
there are several important areas of agreement between Thorson and the present 
study which were reached independently of each other. 

This thesis will be divided into two parts, one concerned with Wesley’s 
conception of Scripture and the other with his use of Scripture. A general 


conclusion will summarize the results. 
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PARTI 
JOHN WESLEY’S CONCEPTION OF SCRIPTURE 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE AUTHORITY OF SCRIPTURE ALONE 


John Wesley conceives of Scripture alone as the authority for Christian faith 
and practice. Paradoxically, he also acknowledges the roles other authorities play in 
religious matters. The tensions between Scripture as sole authority and the roles of 
reason, Christian antiquity, experience and the Church of England will be explored 
in Chapter 4. However, an accurate description of Wesley’s conception must begin 
with his understanding of Scripture’s authority alone. 

The categories which form the sections for this and the following chapter 
arise in part out of the corpus of Wesley’s writings and in part out of the larger 
Christian tradition. Outler’s footnotes have demonstrated that Wesley’s works re- 
flect his wide knowledge of that tradition. Thus, it is appropriate to use traditional 
theological categories. Moreover, these categories are useful analytical tools that 
will help structure Wesley’s own words on the relevant topics and show the system- 
atic connections between different aspects of his conception of Scripture. 

For example, Wesley does not give significant attention to the clarity of 
Scripture and yet in this study it is treated as a distinct topic. There are two reasons 
for this. First, there is a prior history of the topic within Protestant theology and 
Wesley was aware of that history. It is a helpful principle in interpreting Wesley to 
assume that he has the larger Christian tradition in mind even while writing “plain 


truth for plain people.”! 
Preface to Sermons on Several Occasions, §3, Works, 1:104. On the sources 
for Wesley’s thought, see Albert C. Outler, “Introduction” in ibid., 66-96. 


17 
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Second, isolating Wesley’s views on this topic will help formulate his overall 
conception of Scripture. He presupposes the clarity of Scripture, and his views are 
succinctly, if briefly, stated in several places. By examining those views and showing 
their connections to the other aspects of Wesley’s understanding of Scripture, one 
can gain a more complete and systematic account of his position. 

It is helpful to begin with the topic of revelation to show how Wesley under- 
stands the origins of the biblical writings. That understanding then sets the stage for 
a discussion of the inspiration of Scripture as a property of the text. Scripture’s 
authority and infallibility will be examined, and then its sufficiency, clarity, whole- 


ness and canon. 


Revelation 
Wesley’s understanding of revelation involves a communication of the 
divine message from God to God’s chosen messengers—prophets, evangelists and 
apostles. While recognizing that there are both divine and human elements in the 
process, he minimizes the human element and emphasizes the faithfulness with which 
the message is transcribed. Wesley’s clearest statements about revelation are found in 
the Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament. In its “Preface” he says, 

_ , Concerning the Scriptures in general, it may be observed, the word of the 
living God, which directed the first Patriarchs also, was, in the time of Moses, 
committed to writing. To this were added, in several succeeding generations, 
the inspired writings of the other Prophets. Afterwards, what the Son of God 
preached, and the Holy Ghost spake by the Apostles, the Apostles and Evan- 
gelists wrote.” 

This description minimizes the human element in the process of revelation as much 
as possible. The “word of the living God,” was written down. In the New Testa- 


ment it was the words of Jesus and the Holy Ghost that the Apostles and Evangelists 


2 Notes, Preface, §10. 
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wrote down. Revelation is thus a faithful rendering of the message which God gave 
to human beings. The messengers, prophets, apostles, and evangelists, faithfully 
transmit what they were given and act as conduits of the divine message. 

Wesley comes closest to an explicit statement of a dictation theory of reve- 
lation in his comments on the Book of Revelation. Wesley notes that “all the books 
of the New Testament were written by the will of God; but none were so expressly 
commanded to be written.”? John’s function was to write down what was spoken, 
and this became chapter 1. “What was contained in the second and third chapters 
was dictated to him in like manner.”4 

By minimizing the participation of the recipients of revelation, the account 
at first appears to be a type of dictation. Even the human language employed was 
“the language which God Himself used.”> An understanding of Wesley’s view of 
inspiration must take into account these places where it appears that the process was 
like God dictating to the “penmen.” 

However, this is not the whole of Wesley’s position; there are other places 
where he more carefully nuances his terms. The note on I Thessalonians 4:15 identi- 
fies “the word of the Lord” as a “particular revelation.” The same qualifier is used at 
I Corinthians 7:25: 

T have no commandment from the Lord-By a particular revelation. Nor was it 
necessary he should; for the apostles wrote nothing which was not divinely 
inspired: but with this difference,-sometimes they had a particular revelation, 
and a special commandment; at other times they wrote from the divine light 

3Ibid., Rev. 1:11. 

‘Ibid., Rev. 1:20. 

Telford, 7:252. 
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which abode with them, the standing treasure of the Spirit of God. And this, 
also, was not their private opinion, but a divine rule of faith and practice.§ 


Thus, there are different types of revelation. A particular revelation is one | 
where the specific words are given to the person. Indeed, the opening chapters of the 
Apocalypse of John contain such a revelation because specific words were com- 
manded to be written down. Other parts of Scripture are explicitly noted as not 
being particular revelations but nevertheless inspired. 

This distinction is crucial to a balanced account of Wesley’s understanding 
of revelation. Wesley does not intend a mechanical dictation theory of inspiration. 
All of Scripture is revealed from God, but only part of it was dictated by particular 
revelation. Most of Scripture originated in a more general inspiration, “the divine 
light which abode with them, the standing treasure of the Spirit of God.” This 
allows much more human participation in the process. 

Wesley refers to at least three ways in which the prophets and apostles par- 
ticipated in the writing of Scripture. First, there is the possibility of other sources 
used for Scripture. Three possible sources are noted for Jude’s claim that Enoch had 
foretold the second coming of Christ. “St. Jude might know this either from some 
ancient book, or tradition, or immediate revelation.”? Discovering truths in ancient 
books or from traditional sources is outside the mechanical understanding of revela- 
tion where the Holy Spirit is understood to have told the inspired writers precisely 


what to put down.’ 


6 Notes. 

MTbid., Jude 14. 

8Ibid., Matthew 1:1. Wesley refers to genealogical tables which the 
evangelists would have consulted. There Wesley says that any “difficulties” in the 


genealogies in Matthew and Luke would have originated from those tables and not 
from a fault in the revelatory process. 
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Second, revelation operates in such a way that normal human processes are 
left intact. In his comment on I Corinthians 14:32, he writes, 

The impulses of the Holy Spirit, even in men really inspired, so suit themselves 
to their rational faculties, as not to divest them of the government of them- 
selves, like the heathen priests under their diabolical possession. Evil spirits 
threw their prophets into such ungovernable ecstasies, as forced them to speak 
and act like madmen. But the Spirit of God left his prophets the clear use of 
their judgment, when, and how long, it was fit for them to speak, and never 
hurried them into any improprieties either as to the matter, manner, or time of 
their speaking.’ 

Clearly, on this view, the prophets were participating in the process by using 
their judgment about how the message was best communicated. While their judg- 
ment did not affect the content of what was said, the manner of speaking, and by 
implication, of their writing also was a matter of judgment on the part of the indi- 
vidual who received the revelation. 

This view is strengthened by Wesley’s contention that the apostles were left 
ignorant of some things. He affirms that they were left ignorant and thus had “room 
to exercise faith and patience.”!° Concerning the Council of Jerusalem described in 
Acts 15, Wesley is puzzled that these men could be so confused about an issue so 
basic to the Christian faith. On verse 7 he comments, 

For how really soever they were inspired, we need not suppose their inspiration 
was always so instantaneous and express, as to supersede any deliberation in 
their own minds, or any consultation with each other. 
He sees that the apostles, while having God’s spirit as a standing treasure, still must 
work through human processes of consultation to discover what is the right course 


of action. Nevertheless, they were protected from making a mistake in that process. 


'Ibid., 1 Cor. 14:32. 
10Ybid., Phil. 1:20. 
NIbid., Acts 15:7. 
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Third, the motivations of the apostles can be determinative in the content of 
an epistle. In discussing why St. Paul would write to Timothy, it is to Paul’s motiva- 
tions that Wesley turns. While Paul had instructed Timothy privately, Wesley says 
that these letters were written 

to fix things more upon his mind, and to give him an opportunity of having 
recourse to them afterward, and of communicating them to others, as there 
might be occasion, as also to leave divine directions in writing, for the use of 
the church and its ministers in all ages. !2 
These motivations are directly attributed to Paul as reasons for writing the letters to 
his “son in the faith.” These could be conceived as divine reasons for revealing these 
things to Paul, but they are not discussed in that way at all. Instead, they are 
explained from a human point of view. 

Thus, the process of revelation is seen by Wesley as a divine-human collabo- 
ration where the message of God is accurately communicated, but in a way that does 
not override human faculties, judgments and motivations. This allows for ignorance 
on the part of the writers of Scripture, as well as confusion about some basic points. 
Most of the Scripture comes from the “standing treasure of the Spirit of God” which 
was with the inspired men all of the time. Some parts of Scripture, however, origi- 
nate in “particular” revelations where the precise words are commanded to be 


written and they are faithfully transcribed. 


Ibid., preface to 1 Tim. 
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The Inspiration of Scripture 
The process of revelation resulted in a set of writings which are described as ~ 
“inspired.”!3 Despite the human participation in its writing, God is understood to 
be its author. The “Preface” to the Notes says, 


In the language of the sacred writings, we may observe the utmost depth, 
together with the utmost ease. All the elegancies of human composures sink 
into nothing before it: God speaks not as man, but as God. His thoughts are 
very deep; and thence his words are of inexhaustible virtue. And the language 
of his messengers, also, is exact in the highest degree; for the words which were 
given them, accurately answered for the impression made upon their minds: 
And hence Luther says, “Divinity is nothing but a grammar of the language of 
the Holy Ghost.”!4 


While human beings may shape the way the message is delivered, God is the 
author of the text. The Bible is the production of a divine-human collaboration, but 


the divine contribution far predominates the other side. 


One of the strongest arguments for the inspiration of Scripture appears in 
“A Clear and Concise Demonstration of the Divine Inspiration of the Holy 


Scriptures.”!5 Here Wesley makes four basic arguments for inspiration: “miracles, 


13The term “inspired” is also applied to the people who received the 
revelation. There is very little difference between the two terms in Wesley’s usage. I 
have chosen to use revelation as the process of receiving God’s message, and 
inspiration as applying to the text which was the result of the process. 


14“Preface” in Notes, §12. This is a prime case of the methodological point 
made earlier about how to handle material Wesley borrowed from someone else. In 
§§10-13 of the “Preface” to the Notes, Wesley added oaly the last three sentences of 
§12 and the first sentence of §13. All of the material quoted above is taken, with 
minor changes and significant deletions, from the “Preface” in John Albert Bengel, 
Gnomon of the New Testament, ed. M. Ernest Bengel and J. C. F. Steudel, trans. 
James Bandinel et al., 5 vols., 3d ed. (Philadelphia: Smith, English,and Co., and 
New York: Sheldon, 1860), 1:5-6, 43. Wesley gave no indication that this material 
was not original. As argued in the introduction, I am treating this material as if 


Wesley had written it himself, because of the way in which he took responsibility for 
the Notes. 


iSJackson, 11:484. The full text of this work is printed in Appendix 2 below. 
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prophecies, the goodness of the doctrine, and the moral character of the penmen.” 
He then elaborates a version of the fourth argument. 
The Bible must be the invention either of gocd men or angels, bad men | 
or devils, or of God. 
1. It could not be the invention of good men or angels; for they neither 
would nor could make a book, and tell lies all the time they were writing it, 
saying, “Thus saith the Lord,” when it was their own invention. 
2. It could not be the invention of bad men or devils; for they would not 
make a book which commands all duty, forbids all sin, and condemns their 
souls to hell to all eternity. ; 
3. Therefore, I draw this conclusion, that the Bible must be given by 
divine inspiration.'6 
It is possible that Wesley borrowed the logical outline of this argument from 
Richard Baxter’s Saints’ Everlasting Rest.!’7 Whether Wesley adapted the argument 
directly from Baxter or used an intermediary source is not presently known. While 
the similarity is clear, the editors of the Bicentennial Edition of Wesley Works treat it 
as an original work of Wesley’s.!8 
Several points should be emphasized with reference to the content of this 
argument. First, Wesley makes a brief appeal to the fulfillment of prophecies and 
the miracles in the New Testament as evidence of Scripture’s divine authorship. 
These arguments were standard ones for Scripture in his day and bore the brunt of 
the attacks made by the deists. Anthony Collins’ Scheme of Literal Prophecy 


attacked the credibility of the first, while Thomas Woolston and Hume attacked the 


16Jackson, 11:484. 


Richard Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 7th rev. ed. (London: 
po oem and Francis Tyton, 1658). An excerpt of this is reproduced in 
ppen : 


. 18] am indebted to Frank Baker for this information, given to me in a letter 
prior to the publication of “A Clear and Concise Demonstration” in Works. 
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second.!9 Wesley shows no sign of replying to such attacks, but assumes that the 
conventional arguments need only to be referred to by name. 

Second, there is a complete lack of historical perspective in the logical alter- 
natives Wesley sets up. He assumes that the biblical writers shared his eighteenth- 
century understanding of divine revelation. The line between divine speech and 
human speech is sharply drawn, so that only a liar would write, “thus saith the 
Lord” when it was not genuinely given by God. Wesley uses simplistic categories for 
grouping people based on their character. Good men would not lie about an impor- 
tant matter, and bad men would not act against their own interests. He sets up 
simplistic categories of people, grouping them based on the simple view of them as 
either good or bad, truthful or lying. 

Third, the logic of the argument is impeccable; the conclusion is inescapable. 
For Wesley, there can be no doubt that God is the author of Scripture. Once the 
terms of the argument have been accepted, no other alternative makes sense. 

While Wesley’s understanding of revelation allows for a human component, 
the text itself is inspired. The human part of its composition in no way obstructs the 
divine authorship of the text. While the prophets, apostles and evangelists might 
have used their own ways of communicating the message, nevertheless, God is the 
author of what they said. 

19For Woolston, see Stephen, 1:228-233. See David Hume, “Of Miracles,” 


ch. 10 in An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Charles W. Hendel, 
The Library of Liberal Arts (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1955). 
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The Infallibility of Scripture 

An important corollary of Wesley’s doctrines of revelation and inspiration is 
the claim that Scripture is free from error. Frequently, the inspiration and 
infallibility of the Scriptures are intertwined. 

Typically, Wesley seeks to understand what the Scripture said about a dis- 
puted question and then argues that the Scripture’s position has to be right since 
God could not be a liar.2° 

The point about faith due to the testimony of God is a long-standing posi- 
tion which Wesley takes. Rex Matthews has noted that Wesley uses three different 
definitions of “faith,” one of which is the idea of assent.2! A clear example occurs in 
a letter to his mother written in 1725. He writes, 


Faith is a species of belief, and belief is defined, an assent to a proposition 
upon rational grounds. Without rational grounds there is therefore no belief, 
and consequently no faith. ... 

I call faith an assent upon rational grounds because I hold divine testi- 
mony to be the most reasonable of all evidence whatever. Faith must 
necessarily at length be resolved into reason. God is true, therefore what he 
says is true. He hath said this; therefore this is true. When anyone can bring 
me more reasonable propositions than these, I am ready to assent to them. Till 
then it will be highly unreasonable to change my opinion.” 


20The logical status of such conclusions is made clear in Henry Aldrich’s 
Artis Logicae es eee which Wesley abridged and translated, publishing it as 
A Compendium of Logic. There, an axiom is defined as “a proposition which needs 
not, and cannot, be proved.” The following are given as examples: “From natural 
divinity. 1. God cannot deceive, or be deceived. Whence flow these certain and 
evident conclusions: 2. Absolute faith is due to the testimony of God: 3. Revelation 
never contradicts either sense or reason. It may indeed transcend both. But it 
cannot possibly contradict either, rightly employed about its proper object.” 
Jackson 14:179. Regarding the abridgment, Matthews, 151 says “Wesley adds 
nothing to the original, he only condenses and occasionally rewrites slightly for 
ay and concise expression, following the organization of Aldrich’s Latin original 
exactly.” 


21Matthews, 184. 
22 Works, 25:175-76. 
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While Matthews and Cell argue that this notion of faith was dominant in Wesley 
prior to 1738,?5 he used it as late as 1750 in his Compendium of Logic.** 

Recall the evidence presented above that Wesley often understands Scrip- 
ture as God’s testimony. He distinguishes between divine faith, which is assent to 
God’s testimony, and human faith, which is assent to human testimony. 

Thus, the logic of Wesley’s argument appears to be as follows: 

1. The Scriptures are God’s testimony. 
2. God’s nature is such that he cannot be ignorant and he cannot lie. 
3. The Scriptures are therefore without mistake. 

What is inconceivable to Wesley is the possibility that any rational person 
would be willing to give up the point that Scripture was revealed truth. To him the 
Deists and philosophes are not “rational” persons.25 The claim that Scripture is not 
“of divine original” is absurd. In argument, if he can reduce his opponents to that 
point, he shows that their position is untenable. 

Wesley holds the traditional Protestant view, arguing that God inspired the 
Scriptures and therefore they are infallible. Because of their infallibility, they are 
trustworthy, and ought to serve as the sole authority for Christian faith and practice. 
Wesley’s statements on this point are unambiguous and frequent. In two places he 
refers to the Bible as “an infallible test.”26 In two places he is even more clear about 


there being no mistakes in the Bible. In the Journal for August 24, 1775 he writes, 


23Matthews, 192, who refers to Cell, 84-86. 

“See A Compendium of Logic, Jackson, 14:178: “To assent to testimony is 
the same as to believe; and such an assent is termed faith. Divine faith depends on 
the testimony of God: Human faith, on the testimony of man.” 


25See the disparaging quote about believing anything, even Voltaire or the 
Shastah, below, footnote 40. 


_ _ ?See the 1734 letter to Richard Morgan, Sr, Works, 25:380 and The 
Principles of a Methodist Farther Explained, §V 8, ibid., 9:222. 
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I read Mr. Jenyn’s admired tract on the Internal Evidence of the Christian 

Religion. He is undoubtedly a fine writer, but whether he is a Christian, Deist, 

or Atheist I cannot tell. If he is a Christian, he betrays his own cause by aver- 

ring that “all Scripture is not given by inspiration of God, but the writers of it 

were sometimes left to themselves, and consequently made some mistakes.” 

Nay, if there be any mistakes in the Bible, there may as well be a thousand. If 

there be one falsehood in that book, it did not come from the God of truth.?’ 
The same point is made in a 1756 letter to William Law.?8 

Wesley makes the same point again when he says that the one who “follows 

hard” after perfection will find it because “the Scripture cannot be broken.”29 That 
phrase appears as the justification for the difficulties of Christian discipleship in the 
sermon “On Riches”: 


O how hard a saying is this to those that are at ease “in the midst of their pos- 
sessions”! Yet the Scripture cannot be broken.3° 


God’s authorship thus provides a negative guarantee that the Scripture is 
free from error. But at the same time it provides a positive guarantee that the Scrip- 
ture is unquestionably true, perfect, and consistent. At the same time, it lays upon 
ministers of the gospel an obligation to be faithful to the Scripture because it is 
God’s word to his people. This extends even to using the words God had chosen, 
such as “perfect.”31 

In an early sermon “On Corrupting the Word of God” Wesley makes a simi- 
lar point as he talks about those who are sincere in preaching the gospel. 

They must publish, as proper occasions offer, all that is contained in the 
oracles of God: whether smooth or otherwise it matters nothing, since ’tis 
unquestionably true, and useful too. For “all Scripture given by the 

27Curnock, 6:117. 

28January 6, 1756, Telford, 3:345. 

2°To Penelope Maitland, May 12, 1763, Telford, 4:212. 

30811.9, Works, 3:527. 

31Tbid., 2:99-100. 
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inspiration of God is profitable either for doctrine, or reproof, or correction, or 
instruction in righteousness;” either to teach us what we are to believe or prac- 
tise; or for conviction of error or reformation of vice. They know that there is 
nothing superfluous in it, relating either to faith or practice; and therefore they 
preach all parts of it, though those more frequently and particularly which are 
more particularly wanted where they are.?2 
Nowhere does Wesley explicitly say that the Bible has errors in it. On this 
point he is quite consistent. However, two qualifications to this conception of infal- 
libility will be noted later. First, it is possible that some parts of Scripture may imply 
an absurdity or contradiction. This calls for special hermeneutical rules, viz., a non- 
literal method of interpretation must be employed. This matter will be dealt with in 
conjunction with Wesley’s rules for interpretation. Second, there is always the 
possibility that human beings will misinterpret the Scripture. While Scripture itself is 
error-free, one is not always certain that one’s interpretation has the same accuracy. 
This issue will be treated in the section on Scripture’s clarity. 
The doctrine of inspiration is not primarily an historical account of how the 
books actually came to be written. Nor is the doctrine of infallibility the result of a 
careful inductive analysis of the text, at the end of which he pronounces that there 
are no errors. Rather, both are theological conceptions that serve certain functions 
in the network of arguments for Christianity. It will be noted, however, that all of 
these are very much intertwined. Rarely does Wesley speak of God’s being the 
author of Scripture without talking about infallibility, because the function of the 
doctrine is preeminently to secure Scripture’s reliability as a warrant for doctrine. 
Wesley does not directly address the arguments of the Deists and Hume that 
posed such a challenge to traditional Christian thinking about Scripture. In his 
arguments for inspiration and infallibility he is highly conservative and repeats 


arguments that were common before 1700. 


3287.3, ibid., 4:249. 
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Nevertheless, Wesley is part of a significant transition in Western 
culture-the emergence of a modern world view in the fields of philosophy, science, 
history and theology. The problem of certainty held center stage in many fields of 
human knowledge during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. During this time 
a great transition took place which fundamentally changed the complexion of West- 
ern European thought. The fundamental assumptions and methods in these 
disciplines were changing radically. What transpired during this time has been called 
a “cultural process” by Scholder3 whereby most aspects of the society were slowly 
transformed. This was “the age of reason” where old authorities were challenged 
and a new role for reason based on observation was proposed. Within the English 
situation, the change marks the emergence of the modern period in religious 
thought. As Gerald Cragg point out, “Richard Hooker and Launcelot Andrewes 
belong to one period, John Locke and Isaac Newton clearly belong to another.”34 
These changes meant that the authority of the Bible was questioned as never before, 
and that even those who accepted its authority viewed it in a manner different from 
earlier periods. 

An example of this uncertainty is seen when Wesley refers to the truth of the 
Bible as the protasis of a conditional sentence. Examples abound from throughout 
Wesley’s life in all types of writing. In the Journa/for January 29, 1738 he writes, 

If the oracles of God are true, if we are still to abide by “the law and the testi- 


mony,” all these things, though, when ennobled by faith in Christ they are 


33Klaus Scholder, The Birth of Modern Critical Theology: Origins and 
Problems of Biblical Criticism in the Seventeenth Century, trans. John Bowden 
(London: SCM and Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990), 2. 


34Cragg, Reason and Authority, 1. 
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holy, and just, and good, yet without it are “dung and dross,” meet only to be 
purged away by “the fire that never shall be quenched.”35 


In “The End of Christ’s Coming,” written in 1781, he writes about the basic truths of 
real religion, “And yet, if we believe the Bible, who can deny it? Who can doubt of 
it?”36 The same conditional use of belief in the Bible comes in the reference to “those 
who believe in the Scriptures.” In “The Signs of the Times,” written in 1787, he says, 

What excuse then have any that believe the Scriptures to be the Word of 
God for not discerning the signs of these times, as preparatory to the general 
call of the heathens? What could God have done which he hath not done to 
convince you that the day is coming, that the time is at hand, when he will fulfil 
his glorious promises; when he will arise to maintain his own cause, and to set 
up his kingdom over all the earth?3’ 

Two conclusions can be drawn from these conditional references to an 
acceptance of Scripture’s authority. First, it is clear that these are rhetorical moves 
on Wesley’s part. He is not genuinely offering arguments about whether the Scrip- 
ture is true, or whether one ought to accept it as the word of God. The answer 
which is presumed obvious is that the Scripture is true. Consider the following char- 
acterization of those who agree with him and those who do not: 

What shall we say to these things [the brothers’ steps]? Why, to Atheists, 
or Infidels of any kind, I would not say one word about them. For “if they 
hear not Moses and the Prophets,” they will not regard anything of this kind. 
But to men of candour, who believe the Bible to be of God, I would say, Is not 
this an astonishing instance, held forth to all the inhabitants of London, of the 
justice and power of God? Does not the curse he has denounced upon this 
ground bear some little resemblance to that of our Lord on the barren figtree, 
“Henceforth let no fruit grow upon thee for ever?” I see no reason or pretence 
for any rational man to doubt of the truth of the story; since it has been con- 
firmed by these open, visible tokens for more than a hundred years 
successively .38 

35 Works, 18:214-15. 

3681115, ibid., 2:483. 

378JI.10, ibid., 2:531. 


38“An Account of the Brothers’ Steps,” Jackson, 11:500. 
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Clearly, the alternatives posed here are, on the one side, atheism and infidelity, and 
on the other side, candour, rationality and belief in the Scriptures. Wesley has diffi- 
culty conceiving of any Christian faith that has questions about the authority and 
veracity of the Bible. 

However, it is significant that Wesley does use the conditional Janguage at 
all. If the authority of Scripture were as clear to all thinking persons as he thinks it 
is, then there would be no need to raise the issue at all. When something is univer- 
sally presupposed it is not generally a matter of discussion or argument. The fact 
that Wesley has to qualify his statements by saying “for those who believe the Bible 
to be of God” is a recognition that there are those for whom this is not true. 

However, it is also true that Wesley never spends much time on issues that 
he regards as being settled or of little importance to the salvation of plain people. 
For these reasons, he does not write an extended treatise on the authority of Scrip- 
ture. However, the problems related to its status were not totally unfamiliar to him. 
Wesley is aware of some of the basic issues about which he and the Deists differ. 
There are times when he states them clearly: 

Thus almost all men of letters, both in England, France, Germany, yea, and all 
the civilized countries of Europe, extol “humanity” to the skies, as the very 
essence of religion. To this the great triumvirate, Rousseau, Voltaire, and 
David Hume, have contributed all their labours, sparing no pains to establish a 
religion which should stand on its own foundation, independent on [sic] any 
revelation whatever, yea, not supposing even the being of a God. So leaving 
him, if he has any being, to himself, they have found out both a religion and a 
happiness which have no relation at all to God, nor any dependence upon him. 
It is no wonder that this religion should grow fashionable, and spread far 


and wide in the world. But call it “humanity,” “virtue,” “morality,” or what 
you please, it is neither better nor worse than atheism.29 


39“The Unity of the Divine Being,” §19-20, Works, 4:69. 
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Conditional statements about the authority of Scripture are a nod in the direction of 
John Toland, Collins, Hume and others who do not share the same basic 
presuppositions he does. 

One of the most basic presuppositions on which Wesley and the Deists dif- 
fer is the claim that the Scriptures are God’s testimony. Nowhere does Wesley give 
extended discussion to the problems raised by his opponents. It is not clear why this 
is so. Conceivably, Wesley could have viewed these questions as speculative and not 
worth the time it would take to deal with them. Alternatively, he could have 
assumed that the numerous responses already made had sufficiently dealt with the 
matter. Both of these probably play some role in Wesley’s attitude here. However, a 
more likely explanation rests on the disdain he felt for all those who do not believe 
God to be the author of Scripture. People who disbelieve the Bible have opened up 
the possibility of believing anything at all. He writes in 1774, 

I cannot but repeat the observation, wherein experience confirms me more and 
more, that they who disbelieve the Bible will believe anything. They may 
believe Voltaire! They may believe the Shastah! They may believe a man can 
put himself into a quart bottle!4 
The irony in this quotation is rich. It is precisely to achieve the freedom “to believe 
anything” that the Deists attacked Scriptural authority. On their view, only the lim- 
its of reason should be allowed to determine the credibility of any claim at all. 

This disdain is similar to the simple logic of the “Clear and Concise 
Demonstration.” The argument given there eliminates what Wesley sees as the only 

Letter to the Editor of Lioyd’s Evening Post, November 28, 1774, Telford 
6:123. The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, 2 vols. (Oxford: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1971) 2:2772 (s.v. under “shaster”) defines “Shastah”’ as “any 
one of the sacred writings of the Hindus.” Wesley specifically refers to Madame 
Guyon as somebody who fell into error by trusting “inward impressions” rather 


than “the written word,” “Preface” to An Extract of the Life of Madame Guion, 
Jackson, 14:277. 
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options competing with divine authorship. He has no conception of an alternative 
view whereby Scripture could be the product of human factors and still retain its 
divine authority. Whenever the topic of Scriptural authority is discussed, Wesley 
emphasizes its divine authorship. 

Wesley is part of the cultural process described by Scholder in the sense that 
his own position exemplifies the transition from a traditional unquestioning view of 
Scripture as God’s written word to a view that at least raises the questions of human 
participation in the production of the Scriptures. On the one hand, Wesley does not 
fully belong to the critical period because he still is disdainful of those who take the 
questions seriously. He views the Deist critique as prima facie unreasonable, and 
never seriously addresses the problems they raise. 

` For example, the Deist Anthony Collins treats Scripture like any other 

book.‘! To it he applies “the common rules of grammar and logick.”42 He places 
the Bible alongside other sacred books, and treats them all as instances of establish- 
ing revealed religions. He asks why Josephus and other historians know nothing 
about the slaughter of the innocents described in Matthew 2, and suggests that this 
account may have been added to the gospel at a later date.44 Frei says Collins 
“identified literal sense with historical reference in a new way.” He continues, 

In effect Collins’ identification of literal and historical statements involved that 

he first break up their previous identity and then reintegrate them by subsum- 

ing literal meaning under the dominance of an independent criterion for 

deciding whether or not a statement is historical. A proposition is literal if it 

“Gay, Enlightenment, 378. 

42Collins, Discourse, 51. 

3Tbid., 20-24. 

44Ibid., 37-38. 
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describes and refers to a state of affairs known or assumed on independent 
probable grounds to agree or disagree with the stated proposition.*5 


The key point here is “independent criterion.” The narrative value of Scripture, 
which Frei holds to have dominated biblical interpretation before Collins, has been 
lost to “the single, external reference of the words.”46 Wesley still holds the view of 
Scripture as authoritatively determining the shape of the world. 

On the other hand, Wesley adopts a methodological approach that provides 
an opening for the Deist critique. Even when used in a rhetorical manner, condi- 
tional sentences about the authority of Scripture acknowledge the possibility of the 
Bible’s position as subject to the judgment of reason. As we shall see below, Wesley 
holds a high view of the authority of reason in relation to Scripture. In addition, a 
reliance upon experience as a source of knowledge opens the possibility that the 
experience of others may not always confirm what the Scripture teaches. In these 


ways, Wesley is part of the transition to the modern approach to Scripture. 


The Authority of Scripture Alone 
The obvious corollary of Wesley’s understanding of revelation, inspiration 
and infallibility is that Scripture is authoritative for Christians in all matters of faith 
and practice. While other authorities are acknowledged as well,4” Wesley frequently 


states that Scripture z/one ought to determine Christian teaching. This is 


4SFrei, 76. 
48Tbid., 79. 


_ , “Chapter 4 of this study will argue that Scripture, reason, Christian 
antiquity, the Church of England and experience form a unified locus of authority in 
Wesley’s conception of Scripture. 
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summarized by several well-known self-designations. He calls himself Aomo unius 

Jibrin 1746, and asserts the same is still true of Methodists in 1787. 
From the very beginning, from the time that four young men united together, 
each of them was homo unius Jibri-a man of one book. God taught them all 
to make his “word a lantern unto their feet, and a light in all their paths.” They 
had one, and only one rule of judgment, with regard to all their tempers, words 
and actions, namely, the oracles of God. They were one and all determined to 
be Bible-Christians. They were continually reproached for this very thing; 
some terming them in derision Bibie-bigots; others, Bible-moths-feeding, they 
said, upon the Bible as moths do upon cloth. And indeed unto this day it is 
their constant endeavour to think and speak as the oracles of God.” 

Note here his emphasis on “one, and only one rule of judgment,” which was the 

Bible. When people derisively accused him of being a Bible bigot, he adopted the 

term and used it with pride.*° 

These self characterizations illustrate Wesley’s conviction that the authority 
of Scripture must be taken very seriously. He believes in the authority of the Bible, 
and sees the mistakes of others to be consequences of their failure to believe as he 
did at this point. 

The authority of Scripture can logically be divided into two functions, 
authority as source of truth and as norm for truth. Wesley sees the Bible as both. 
First, he frequently refers to particular Bible passages as the sources for particular 
views. In a letter to Henry Venn, he writes that the Bible is the fount from which all 
his ideas flow: 

I believe all the Bible as far as I understand it, and am ready to be convinced. 

If I am an heretic, I became such by reading the Bible. All my notions I drew 
48Preface to the 1746 edition of Sermons on Several Occasions, ibid., 1:105. 
4“QOn God’s Vineyard,” §1.1, ibid., 3:504. 


50“Bible-bigot” is also used in Journal, June 5, 1766, Curnock 5:169. 
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from thence; and with little help from men, unless in the single point of Justifi- 
cation by Faith.5! 


In another way of talking about the Bible as a source of doctrine, Wesley 
names “Searching the Scriptures” as one of the principal means of grace. It is 
included in the list given in The General Rules*? and treated in some depth in “The 
Means of Grace,” where he lists as the three chief means: “prayer,” “searching the 
Scriptures (which implies reading, hearing, and meditating thereon)” and “receiving 
the Lord’s Supper.”53 In that sermon he describes a typical order in which grace 
comes to a “stupid, senseless wretch.”=4 Part of the transition from a state of sin to a 
state of saving faith is hearing, reading, and meditating on the Scriptures. Wesley 
suggests that the Bible is a means of grace for all persons, mediating prevenient, 
justifying, and sanctifying grace. 

Wesley’s view of Scripture as a source of doctrine is not simply a market 
from which one can select whatever one wishes. Rather, he frequently talks about 
the minister as a messenger who is obligated to preach the message given him by the 
Bible. In “Christian Perfection” he asks, 

But are they [expressions that teach perfection] not found in the oracles of 
God? Ifso, by what authority can any messenger of God lay them aside, even 
though all men should be offended? We have not so learned Christ; neither 
may we thus give place to the devil. Whatsoever God hath spoken, that will we 
speak, whether men will hear, or whether they will forbear: knowing that then 


alone can any minister of Christ be “pure from the blood of all men,” when he 
hath “not shunned to declare unto them all the counsel of God’.55 


_ ., June 22, 1763, Telford, 4:216. The “little help from men” is a reference to 
his discussions with the Moravians in February, March and April of 1738. Cf. 
Journal, April 27, 1738, Works, 18:233-35. 

52 The Nature, Design and General Rules of the United Societies, ibid., 9:73. 
533§I1.1, ibid., 1:381. 
54§V.1, ibid., 1:393-94. 


55“Christian Perfection,” §2, ibid., 2:99-100. 
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In “The Law Established by Faith, II,” he makes a similar point in saying that 
At the same time that we proclaim all the blessings and privileges which God 
hath prepared for his children, we are likewise to “teach all the things whatso- 
ever he hath commanded.’56 
This understanding is rooted in Wesley’s conception of inspiration and the mission 
of the Church. God is the author of the Bible and the giver of the message. The 
divine authorship means that 
The Scripture, therefore, of the Old and New Testament is a most solid and 
precious system of divine truth. Every part thereof is worthy of God; and all 
together are one entire body, wherein is no defect or excess.>” 
This “system of divine truth” is the content of what preachers have been asked to 
preach and Christians have been asked to live. Faithful service to God means not 
shirking the duties that have been accepted. The faithful messenger must deliver the 
entire message, or else be guilty of the spiritual consequences that follow from her or 
his audience’s ignorance. She or he must teach all the Scriptural doctrines regardless 
of how distasteful some may be. The faithful hearer of the message must follow all 
the behaviors commanded, regardless of how unpleasant they are. Scripture is a 
source whose teachings must not be ignored. 

The second function of Scripture’s authority is to serve as a norm for Chris- 
tian faith. There are many places where Scripture is referred to as the “whole and 
sole” rule of Christian faith. In the sermon “On Faith” he describes a Protestant 
view of Scripture’s normative authority: 

The faith of the Protestants, in general, embraces only those truths as necessary 
to salvation which are clearly revealed in the oracles of God. Whatever is 
plainly declared in the Old and New Testament is the object of their faith. 

They believe neither more nor less than what is manifestly contained in, and 
provable by, the Holy Scriptures. The Word of God is “a lantern to their feet, 

56§1_5, ibid., 2:37. For the quotation, see Matthew 28:20. 


57“Preface” in Notes, §10. 
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and a light in all their paths.” They dare not on any pretence go from it to the 
right hand or the left. The written Word is the whole and sole rule of their 
faith, as well as practice. They believe whatsoever God has declared, and pro- 
fess to do whatsoever he hath commanded. This is the proper faith of 
Protestants: by this they will abide and no other.58 
In Popery Calmly Considered he makes the point that “in all cases, the Church is to 
be judged by the Scripture, not the Scripture by the Church.”59 

While anti-Catholic polemics over the issue of sola Scriptura could be 
expected from an eighteenth-century Anglican, Wesley makes the same point in his 
controversies with other Anglicans. Between 1745 and 1748 Wesley exchanged 12 
letters with an unknown Anglican whom he addressed as “John Smith.” In a letter 
written in May, 1745, “Smith” had argued that if Wesley’s “signs and wonders” were 
indeed true and could be proven as matters of fact, then “no wise and good men will 
oppose you any longer.”© On September 28, 1745, Wesley writes to “John Smith,” 

I conceive therefore this whole demand, common as it is, of proving our doc- 
trine by miracles, proceeds from a double mistake: (1), a supposition that what 
we preach is not provable from Scripture (for if it be, what need we further 
witnesses? To the law and the testimony!); (2), an imagination that a doctrine 
not provable by Scripture might nevertheless be proved by miracles. I believe 
not. I receive the written Word as the whole and sole rule of my faith.®! 

This is only one of many places where Wesley makes it clear that for Chris- 
tian doctrine he cares about only one authority: Scripture. In many places he 
speaks of bringing a doctrine “to the law and the testimony” as a rhetorical device to 
insist that only the authority of Scripture is to be considered at that point.® In other 

58“On Faith (Hebrews 11:6),” §1.8, Works, 3:496. A similar point is made in 
Popery Calmly Considered, Jackson, 10:141. 

‘Jackson, 10:142. 

© Works, 26:145. 

61[September 28, 1745], §5, ibid., 26:155. 


62See ibid., 9:219, 25:664, 25:343; Telford, 5:80; Notes on I John 4:1, I Thess. 
5:21, Jackson, 10:285 and 10:178 for similar uses of Isaiah 8:20. 
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places, he demands, “Bring me plain, scriptural proof for your assertion, or I cannot 
allow it.”® Perhaps even more startling is Wesley’s assertion that the Apostles were 
required to follow the same rule. In the same letter to “John Smith” partially quoted 
above, he says the Apostles 
were to prove their assertions by the written Word. You and I are to do the 
same. Without such proof I ought no more to have believed St. Peter himself 
than St. Peter’s (pretended) successor. 

Thus, part of Wesley’s view is that the Bible is the sole source and sole norm 
for Christian faith, teaching and practice. Wesley is clear on this point, and insists 
on it many times and in many ways. This view must be qualified, however. While 
Wesley says that Scripture is “the whole and sole rule of faith,” he also relies on 
other authorities. Scripture stands in a complex relation to reason, Christian antiq- 
uity, Christian experience, and the Church of England. While Scripture is in one 
sense the only authority, a comprehensive statement of his doctrine must account for 
these others. Chapter 4 will show the way in which Wesley conceived of all five of 
these as a unified locus of authority. 

It is in this light that we must take his self-proclamation as homo unius libri. 
That phrase and all the others listed in the quote from “On God’s Vineyard” above 
are examples of his hyperbole in the face of criticism. Five paragraphs after one use 
of Lomo unius libri he quotes Homer’s Miad in Greek.65 Whatever he means by 
“man of one book,” he cannot mean that one should learn only from the Bible. 

8 Advice to the People Called Methodists with Regard to Dress, §V.1, 
Jackson, 11:472. See also Predestination Calmly Considered, §67, ibid., 10:242. 

&[September 28, 1745], § 4, Works, 26:155. 

65“Preface” to Sermons on Several Occasions, §§5, 10, ibid., 1:105, 107. 
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When the preachers complain about Methodist reading requirements saying, “But I 
read only the Bible,” Wesley puts this response in the Large Minutes: 
Then you ought to teach others to read only the Bible, and, by parity of rea- 
son, to hear only the Bible: But if so, you need preach no more. Just so said 
George Bell. And what is the fruit? Why now he neither reads the Bible, nor 
anything else. This is rank enthusiasm. If you need no book but the Bible, you 
are got above St. Paul. He wanted others too. “Bring the books,” says he, 
“but especially the parchments,” those wrote on parchment. “But I have no 
taste for reading.” Contract a taste for it by use, or return to your trade.® 
This opposition to reading “only the Bible” qualifies his statement that he learned all 
his doctrines from the Bible. At the very least, other books should contribute to 
one’s understanding of Scripture. At most, he will claim one can learn true things 
from them to supplement Scripture.® 
Taking such phrases as “Bible-bigot” and komo unius librias hyperbole 
puts Wesley’s view of Scripture’s authority in the context of his whole thought. The 
hyperbole functions well in his roles as controversialist, preacher, and leader of the 
Methodist Revival. The balanced judgement is that Wesley wants to be a man of 
one book, but not exclude other books as well. Being a “man of one book” empha- 
sizes his commitment to Scripture, but it should not be construed as being closed to 


other sources of learning, both sacred and secular. 


Conclusion 
Wesley’s understanding of revelation, inspiration, and the infallibility of 
Scripture all lead to the conclusion that Scripture is the written word of God and as 
such is authoritative for Christian faith and practice. He frequently insists that it is 
66 “Minutes of Some Late Conversations Between the Rev. Mr. Wesleys and 


Others, ” Jackson, 8:315. 


_ SCE. An Address to the Clergy, ibid., 10:482-85 where a large number of 
acquired gifts and areas of knowledge are described as important to the ministry. 
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Scripture a/one that carries such weight, and no other authorities are necessary to 
prove a point. His understanding of the authority of Scripture shows some signs of 
the role of human beings in its origin but he steadfastly refuses to admit that this 
human component in Scripture affects its authority. 

This leads to his statements about being a “man of one book” and a “Bible 
bigot.” We have seen how these should be classified as hyperbole to fit a particular 
situation, and not construed as his complete position. However, these phrases do 
communicate the intensity with which he regarded Scripture’s role as the authority 
for what was true and right about God and his commandments for human beings. 

In the cultural shift documented by Frei, Scholder and others, Wesley is best 
viewed as participating in the shift while resisting its most extreme forms. The ratio- 
nalist critique formulated by Collins is outside the realm of rational thought for 
Wesley. On the issues of Scripture’s inspiration and infallibility, Collins and Wesley 
are very far apart. Wesley does not deign to devote significant attention to him. 

However, Wesley shows signs of participating in the cultural shift. Ques- 
tions are noted, if not answered. The influence of reason will be shown to be a 
significant factor in Wesley’s theological method. Nevertheless, his role in this cul- 
tural shift is to maintain the methodological insights while not giving away the tra- 
ditional view of inspiration and infallibility. 
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CHAPTER 3 
THE CHARACTERISTICS OF SCRIPTURE 


Wesley’s conception of Scripture covers five additional areas that further 
describe the Bible. Like those considered in the preceding chapter, these categories 
are not necessarily explicit in Wesley’s writings, but they serve to structure Wesley’s 
thoughts in categories with which he was familiar. The sufficiency, clarity, 


wholeness, two testaments, and canon of Scripture will be examined. 


The Sufficiency of Scripture 
The sufficiency of Scripture for teaching doctrines necessary for salvation is 

one of the basic tenets of the Reformation and is enshrined in Article VI of the 
Thirty-nine Articles of Religion. There the Church of England teaches, 

Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever 

is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any 

man, that it should be believed as an article of the Faith, or be thought requi- 

site or necessary to salvation.! 
Wesley edited the Articles for the American Methodists in 1784, and left the above 
sentence intact.2 He not only subscribed the article at the time of his ordination, but 


reaffirmed it by sending it to the Methodists in America.3 


IBCP. 


2John Wesley, The Sunday Service of the Methodists in North America with 
other Occasional Services, London, 1784, reprinted as John Wesley’s Sunday Service 
of the Methodists in North America, Quarterly Review Reprint Series ([Nashville, 
TN]: United Methodist Publishing House and United Methodist Board of Higher 
Education and Ministry, 1984), 307. 


_ 3All Church of England priests had to subscribe the BCP and the Articles as 
conditions of their ordination. For details on the form commonly used during 
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Much of the above discussion about the authority of Scripture alone bears 
on this issue. By claiming Scripture as “the whole and sole rule of my faith’”4 Wesley 
is, by implication, affirming its sufficiency in matters of faith. Especially in 
controversial writings against the Roman Catholics, he is clear that Scripture is 
sufficient. In Popery Calmly Considered, he writes, 

The Scripture, therefore, being delivered by men divinely inspired, is a 
ruie sufficient of itself: So it neither needs, nor is capable of, any farther 
addition.’ 

Wesley was following a long line of English polemics against Roman Catholics. 
John Tillotson had published his Rule of Faith in 1666 to counter the Roman 
Catholic claim that tradition was a coordinate rule with Scripture. John Sargent’s 
Sure Footing in Christianity, or Rational Discourses on the Rule of Faith urges the 
Roman Catholic position,‘ and Tillotson is concerned to refute it. He says, 
The Opinion then of the Protestants concerning the Rule of Faith, is this in 
general, that those Books which we call the Holy Scriptures, are the Means 
whereby the Christian Doctrine hath been brought down to us... . 

... that the Books of Scripture are sufficiently plain, as to all things 

necessary to be Believed and Practised.7 
In this matter, Tillotson is simply reiterating a long-standing Protestant tradition 
whose representatives in England include Jeremy Taylor,’ Gilbert Burnet? and 
Chillingworth!® as well as the Thirty-nine Articles. 


Wesley’s day, see Edgar C. S. Gibson, The Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of 
England, 2d rev. ed. (London: Methuen, 1898), 62. 


4Letter to “John Smith,” [September 28, 1745], §5, Works, 26:155. 
5§3, Jackson, 10:141. 


6John Sergeant, Sure Footing in Christianity, or Rational Discourses on the 
tule of Faith. With... Animadversions on Dr. Pierce’s Sermon (London, 1665.) 


7John Tillotson, Rule of Faith, or an Answer to the Treatise of Mr. J. S. 
entitled Sure-Footing, &c., 11th edition, corrected. London: 1720. In Zhe Works of 
the Most Reverend Dr. John Tillotson . . . Containing 54 Sermons... together with 
the Rule of Faith. 8th ed. London: T. Goodwin et. al., 1720, pp. 567, 568. 
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On one occasion Wesley refused to use the word “sufficient” because he 
found it “ambiguous.” Instead, he referred to Scripture as “a complete rule of faith 
and practice.”!! In this matter, “sufficient” and “complete” are synonyms for Wes- 
ley. He preferred the latter to avoid the long history of theological arguments about 
sufficiency, and sought to capture the same point in different language. In his 
sermon “On Faith (Hebrews 11:6),” he writes, 


The faith of the Protestants, in general, embraces only those truths as necessary 
to salvation which are clearly revealed in the oracles of God. Whatever is 
plainly declared in the Old and New Testament is the object of their faith. 

They believe neither more nor Jess than what is manifestly contained in, and 
provable by, the Holy Scriptures.!2 


Going even further, his comment on Galatians 3:8 reads, 


8See A Dissuasive from Popery, part Il, Book 1, §2, in The Whole Works of 
the Right Rev. Jeremy Taylor, ed. Charles Eden and Reginald Heber (London: 
Longman Green, 1861-65), 6:380-82, quoted in Paul Elmer More and Frank Leslie 
Cross, eds., Anglicanism: The Thought and Practice of the Church of England, 
Illustrated From the Religious Literature of the Seventeenth Century (London: 
SPCK, 1957), 91-92. “That the Scripture is a full and sufficient rule to Christians in 
faith and manners, a full and perfect declaration of the Will of God, is therefore 
certain, because we have no other. For if we consider the grounds upon which all 
Christians believe the Scriptures to be the Word of God, the same grounds prove 
that nothing else is.” 


See Gilbert Burnet, An Exposition of the Thirty-Nine Articles of the 
Church of England, rev. ed. James Page, New York: Appleton, 1842, 90-91. 


10See William Chillingworth, The Religion of Protestants, a Safe Way to 
Salvation, 3d ed., (London: J. Clark, 1664), 47, 49: “Scripture is the sole rule for 
men to judge controversies by,” and the meaning of Scripture as a perfect Rule is 
that “the Scripture, to them which presuppose it Divine, and a Rule of Faith, as 
Papists and Protestants do, contains all the material objects of Faith, is a compleat 
and total and not only an imperfect and a partial Rule.” 


: "A Letter to the Rev. Dr. Conyers Middleton, §15, Jackson, 10:14. See also 
his 1773 letter to James Creighton where he says “Revelation is complete: yet we 
cannot be saved unless Christ be revea/ed in our hearts;” May 24, 1773, Telford 6:28. 


1287.8, Works, 3:496. 
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Forseeing that God would justify the gentilesalso by faith, declared before-So 
great is the excellency and fulness of the scripture, that all the things which can 
ever be controverted are therein both foreseen and determined.!° 
For Wesley, Scripture is sufficient and therefore is able to function alone as the norm 
for Christian faith and practice. 

The question arises whether Scripture is sufficient in areas outside the sub- 
jects of Christian doctrine and practice. Wesley never suggests that the Bible 
contains all we need to know on every subject of human knowledge. In his 1784 
sermon “On Charity” he writes that in Scripture “are contained all the depths of 
divine knowledge and wisdom.”!4 He clearly does not intend this to be taken as 
implying all knowledge whatsoever. “Divine” knowledge refers only to knowledge in 
the area of divinity, the knowledge of God and God’s will for human beings. The 
proof of Wesley’s recognition that Scripture’s sufficiency is limited to matters of 
faith and practice is that he acknowledged the contributions that scientific 
investigations were making in his day, even when they contradicted the literal sense 
of Scripture. Wesley abridged the work of several authors and then published A 
Survey of the Wisdom of God in Creation. In the chapter entitled “Of the 
Heavenly Bodies in Particular” he argues that the earth moves around the sun and 
addresses objections to that view. The “strongest objection” has to do with the 
observations of fixed stars.!5 He then says, 

As for those scriptural expressions which seem to contradict the earth’s 
motion, this general answer may be made to them all, that, the scriptures were 
never intended to instruct us in philosophy, or astronomy; and therefore, on 
those subjects, expressions are not always to be taken in the literal sense, but 

13 Notes. 

4811.2, Works, 3:299. 

John Wesley, A Survey of the Wisdom of God in Creation: ora 


Compendium of Natural Philosophy, 2 vols., 34 American Edition (New York: 
Bangs and Mason, 1823), 2:137. 
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for the most part, as accommodated to the common apprehension of mankind. 
Men of sense, in all ages, when not treating of the science purposely, have used 
common language, and it would be absurd to adopt any other, in addressing 
the majority of mankind. The annual motion of the earth has been effectually 
confirmed by an argument drawn from the progressive motion of light; and 
from the same consideration, the truth of the diurnal motion may be 
completely established.!6 

Wesley’s “Preface” to this work states that “it is now, I believe, not only 
pure, containing nothing false or uncertain; but as full as any tract can be expected 
to be, which is comprised in so narrow a compass.”!” In interpreting Wesley’s edito- 
rial work, we must be cautious and not attribute too much of the content to him 
directly. In this case, however, he has taken responsibility for the whole text. The 
position expressed above is confirmed in other places. Several references in Wesley’s 
sermons touch on the issues of the earth’s motion around the sun and the new 
theory of gravitation. 

In the sermon “On Divine Providence,” Wesley does not doubt that Joshua 
10:12-14 is to be taken literally. He believes that God worked a miracle that day.!3 
But it is also clear that Wesley does not question the motion of the earth around the 
sun, and he describes God’s act of making the sun stand still as a miracle precisely 
because it violates the “general laws of nature.” 

On the subject of gravity, Wesley does not argue from Scripture about the 
reality of attraction proportionate to the quantity of matter. He even says of this 


new theory “How clearly do these explain the ways of God!”!9 He then ascribes the 


16[bid., 2:139. 

17[bid., iv. Also printed in Jackson, 14:301. 

18“On, Divine Providence,” §20, Works, 2:545. 
15“The Promise of Understanding,” §I.1, ibid., 4:283. 
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power of gravity to “the finger of God.” Elsewhere, he argues that matter is inert 
and must be moved by a power which is God.”° 

Thus, Wesley’s scientific interests are governed by the empirical method of 
his time, and not by proofs drawn from Scripture. While he did not originally write 
the words about taking Scripture as “accommodated to the common apprehension 
of mankind,” the rest of his writings show that he did indeed construe Scripture in 
this way. 

Scripture’s sufficiency, then, does not extend to matters of science. Wesley 
stands firmly in the Anglican tradition in asserting its sufficiency only in matters “of 
faith and practice.” Article VI of the Thirty-nine Articles does not teach the 
inerrancy of Scripture, but its sufficiency for salvation. Anglican theologians such as 
Hooker, Taylor and Beveridge had made the same distinction very carefully.?! 

However, what is significant in Wesley is the explicit conflict between secu- 
lar science and the Bible. When such conflicts arise, he abandons the literal sense of 
the text on the grounds that it was not part of Scripture’s intention to teach scientific 
truth. The message has been accommodated to the limited intellectual capacity of 
common human beings. 

The use of accommodation to explain difficult passages in Scripture has a 
long history. Farrar’s History of Interpretation first mentions it with reference to 


the works of Clement and Origen.22 Among Reformation writers, Calvin depends 


20S piritual Worship,” §L.6, ibid., 3:93. 


21See More and Cross, eds., Anglicanism for a useful selection of writings on 
the sufficiency of Scripture. 


22Farrar, 187. He also footnotes references from Chrysostom and Basil. 


Farrar takes a dim view of the Fathers’ teaching on this point, regarding it as one of 
the errors that gave rise to allegorical interpretation. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


49 


on it heavily. He argues that “God’s essence is incomprehensible; hence, his divine- 
ness far escapes all human perception.”23 When discussing angels, Calvin appeals to 
the principle of accommodation. He says, “Moses, accommodating himself to the 
rudeness of the common folk, mentions in the history of the Creation no other 
works of God than those which show themselves to our own eyes.”24 

But Wesley is using the approach of accommodation in a way that is differ- 
ent from Calvin. Calvin is concerned with places in Scripture that are contradictions 
and inconsistencies within the Bible, such as why there is no mention of angels in 
Genesis 1-2. Wesley is concerned with discrepancies between the worldview of Scrip- 
ture and that of modern science. Here he is prepared to yield Scripture’s authority 
to external authority in a way that was unthinkable to Calvin. In this way, Wesley is 
clearly part of the transition described by Frei in his Eclipse of Biblical Narrative. 
He is not viewing the world from within the Bible, but viewing the Bible from the 


perspective of the secular world. 


The Clarity of Scripture 
The clarity of Scripture is another basic Protestant affirmation with which 
Wesley agrees. He refers to it in his 1777 sermon “On Laying the Foundation of the 
New Chapel,” saying, “This is the religion of the Bible, as no one can deny who 
reads it with any attention.”25 He refers to the Scriptures as clarifying basic ques- 


tions that had been mysteries before. He writes, 


John Calvin, /nstitutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, 
trans. Ford Lewis Battles, vols. 20-21 in The Library of Christian Classics 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), §I.v.1, 1:52. See also §I.xvii.13, 1:227. 

24Ibid., I.xiv.3, 1:162 


25§11.2, Works, 3:585. 
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But what all the wisdom of man was unable to do was in due time done 
by the wisdom of God. When it pleased God to give an account of the origin 
of things, and of man in particular, all the darkness vanished away, and the 
clear light shone.?6 
But Wesley’s clearest statement of Scripture’s character in this matter comes in his 
sermon “On Divine Providence” written in 1786. There he says, 
For only God himself can give a clear, consistent, perfect account (that is, as 
perfect as our weak understanding can receive in this our infant state of exis- 
tence; or at least, as is consistent with the designs of his government) of his 
manner of governing the world.?7 
It is important to note that in two of these claims, there is an implicit aware- 
ness that Scripture does not always appear clear to everyone. In the quotation from 
the sermon at the New Chapel, “reading it with any attention” is required of those 
who want to get its message. In the sermon “On Divine Providence” one must look 
at the Scripture as “the history of God” to see the clear truth. Wesley quantifies this 
in a letter to Samuel Sparrow, saying, 
I really think that if an hundred or an hundred thousand sincere, honest 
(I add humble, modest, self-diffident) men were with attention and care to read 
over the New Testament, uninfluenced by any but the Holy Spirit, nine in ten 
of them at least, if not every one, would discover that the Son of God was 
“adorable” and one God with the Father;28 
This qualification of the clarity of Scripture is minor, but significant. Wesley states 
that the vast majority could get the message correctly, but that one in ten who read 
with care, attention and objectivity would miss it. 
Wesley stands firmly within the Protestant tradition in asserting that Scrip- 
ture is clear in its major points. The Reformers argued that the magisterium of the 


Church was not necessary to understanding the basic message of the Bible. 


26“Heavenly Treasure in Earthen Vessels,” §2, ibid., 4:162. 


2184, ibid., 2:536. The parenthetical comment is also an appeal to 
accommodation of the revelation to human capacities. See footnote 23 above. 


28July 2, 1772, Telford, 5:327. 
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Theologians of the English Church were equally vehement in arguing that Scripture 
was perspicuous. The religious controversies of the seventeenth century taught 
many people on all sides of English Christianity that some doctrinal disputes were 
not easily resolved. They typically argued that Scripture was clear in the necessary 
parts despite the confusion in other areas. N. H. Keeble suggest that Richard Baxter 
loved a plain literary style and 
was encouraged to maintain it by finding, like many before him, that much of 
Scripture is “suited in plainness to the capacity of the simple,” and is in a style 
which may well “seem Jess polite, than you might think beseemed the Holy 
Ghost.’ 
Keeble also notes that Baxter thought we should not delve into the complexities of 
doctrine that are beyond our capacity.3° John Tillotson, in his Rule of Faith made a 
similar point: 


Of the true Sense of plain Texts I hope every one may be certain; and for 
obscure ones, it is not necessary every one should.3! 


Like both Baxter and Tillotson, Wesley acknowledges the difficulty of 
understanding the Bible in some places. Wesley responds to Thomas Rutherforth’s 
question: 

But “there are in the Scriptures ‘things hard to be understood.’ And is 
every unlettered mechanic able to explain them?” ©. 11) No surely. But may 
we not likewise ask: Is every clergyman able to explain them? You will not 
affirm it.32 

However, the acknowledged problems in understanding the Scripture are 
minor. He then proceeds to argue that a tradesman who knows the Scripture and 

3 N.H. Keeble, Richard Baxter: Puritan Man of Letters (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1982), 50. He is quoting A Christian Directory, London, 1673, II.xx.579. 

Keeble, 40. 

31Tillotson, Rule of Faith,585. 


32March 28, 1768, §11.6 Works, 9:378. 
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worked hard to understand it is in fact a “safer” guide to its meaning than many 
clergymen. It is only one in ten who cannot get the message about the divinity of 
Christ. The Scriptures are so clear that almost any unbiased person who reads with 
attention will get the message. 
Wesley is part of a significant transition within Protestant interpretation. 

For Calvin, Scripture is clear to those who study it and apply the best of human 
learning to its message. For Baxter, Locke, and Wesley, Scripture is clear to even the 
most simple human being.” For Wesley the clarity of Scripture applies not to its 
entirety, but only to those points necessary for salvation. Wesley frequently 
distinguishes between necessary doctrines and matters of opinion. His sermon 
“Catholic Spirit” argues that Christians ought to be able to disagree on the latter 
without breaking fellowship. However, necessary doctrines are clear in the 
Scriptures. In his letter to Conyers Middleton, Wesley argues 

The Scriptures are a complete rule of faith and practice; and they are clear in 

all necessary points. And yet their clearness does not prove, that they need not 

be explained; nor their completeness, that they need not be enforced.*4 
In his correspondence with “John Smith,” Wesley understands that simply quoting 
Scripture does not suffice. He refers “Smith” back to 

the latter Appeal, so great a part of which is employed in this very thing, in 

fighting my ground, inch by inch, in proving, not that such words are Scrip- 

ture, but that they must be interpreted in the manner there set down.*5 

In Chapter 5 Wesley’s rules of interpreting Scripture will be examined. The 


very existence of such rules, even when informally stated, shows that Wesley 


33 am indebted to Professor William Babcock for this observation. 
34815, Jackson, 10:14. 


35September 28, 1745, §19, Works, 26:160. Wesley refers to Part I of the 
Farther Appeal. 
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recognizes a problem with the clarity of Scripture. Yet, on essential points, he con- 
sistently argues that the Scriptures are clear. According to one of his rules, one then 


uses the clearer parts to interpret those less clear. 


The Wholeness of Scripture 
There can be no doubt that Wesley believes Scripture to be a unitary, coher- 
ent whole. In his Preface to the Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, he 
writes, 
The Scripture, therefore, of the Old and New Testament is a most solid and 
precious system of divine truth. Every part thereof is worthy of God; and all 
together are one entire body, wherein is no defect, no excess.36 
Wesley believed that the Bible consistently gives the same message throughout. 
Wesley appealed to the Methodists to follow the whole of Scripture, “to join 
together in one scheme of truth and practice what almost all the world put asun- 
der.”37 In his Farther Thoughts Upon Christian Perfection he writes, 
At certain seasons, indeed, it may be right to treat of nothing but repentance, 
or merely of faith, or altogether of holiness; but, in general, our call is to 
Saray the whole counsel of God, and to prophesy according to the analogy of 
Throughout his writings he appeals to the entire Bible by phrases such as 
“the whole Scripture,” “the whole tenor of Scripture,” and “the general tenor of 
Scripture.” One of the places where several of these appear quite close to each other 


is in the sermon “Free Grace.” 


36“Preface” to Notes, §10. 

37 Advice to the People Called Methodists with Regard to Dress, §1.2, 
Jackson, 11:466. Cf. Notes, 2 Timothy 2:15 for an exhortation to explain and to 
apply the “whole scripture.” 


38Jackson, 11:431. 
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And as this doctrine manifestly and directly tends to overthrow the whole 
Christian revelation, so it does the same thing, by plain consequence, in mak- 
ing that revelation contradict itself. For it is grounded on such an interpreta- 
tion of some texts (more or fewer it matters not) as flatly contradicts all the 
other texts, and indeed the whole scope and tenor of Scripture. For instance: 
the asserters of this doctrine interpret that text of Séripture, “Jacob have I 
loved, but Esau have I hated,” as implying that God in a literal sense hated 
Esau and all the reprobated from eternity. Now what can possibly be a more 
flat contradiction than this, not only to the whole scope and tenor of Scripture, 
but also to all those particular texts which expressly declare, “God is love”?39 
In the two pages following the above sentences, there are five additional references 
to the wholeness of the Bible. In the entire Wesley corpus, at least 57 such references 
have been noted. 

Wesley uses “tenor” in reference to many things. He talks about the tenor 
of someone’s behavior,” the “whole scope and tenor” of Jesus’ discourse, and the 
“whole tenor of an argument.”42 

One of the most revealing uses of “tenor” comes in the Remarks on Mr. 
Hill’s Farrago Double Distilled. Wesley writes, 

Though there are some expressions in my brother's Hymns which I do not use, 
as being very liable to be misconstrued; yet I am fully satisfied, that, in the 
whole tenor of them, they thoroughly agree with mine, and with the Bible.* 
It seems clear that, for Wesley, the whole tenor of a text points to the general mean- 
ing of that text, and is yet capable of including parts that might be “misconstrued” in 
another way. 
David Kelsey in his Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology distinguishes 


between the wholeness which analytically is part of a judgment that a book is 


39Free Grace,” §20, Works, 3:552, emphasis added. 

VA Farther Appeal, Part IT, §11.1, ibid., 11:214. 

4 Notes, Matt. 5:22. 

42 The Doctrine of Original Sin, Jackson, 9:334. 

3 Some Remarks on Mr. Hill’s “Farrago Double-Distilled, ” Jackson, 10:426. 
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Scripture, and the quality of being unitary.44 Wholeness is a pattern within the 
writings discerned by the theologian. Read in light of that pattern, the whole book 
functions toward a certain end. Unity, on the other hand, implies both consistency 
and coherence among the various parts of the book. A theologian must see Scrip- 
ture as some sort of whcle. He or she may or may not see it as unitary. 

In trying to apply these terms to Wesley’s own self-understanding, it seems 
clear that he would have held that Scripture is both whole and unitary. It not only 
functions toward a single end, but it is throughout consistent and coherent. This can 
be seen in his appeal to a “general tenor” of Scripture which should not be violated. 

However, to say that Wesley held the wholeness of Scripture then raises the 
question about what sort of wholeness he sees there. One of the places where he 
gives an indication of what he means by the “general tenor” of Scripture comes in 
the Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament. In his note to Romans 12:6, he 
implies that the analogy of faith and the general tenor of Scripture are intimately 
related. He comments on the phrase “Let us prophesy according to the analogy of 
faith” saying, “St. Peter expresses it, ‘as the oracles of God; according to the general 
tenor of them.”45 By exploring Wesley’s understanding of this concept, we can gain 
further insight into his view of the wholeness of Scripture. 

“The analogy of faith” is a technical term for Wesley and others in the sev- 
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. It should not be understood with reference to 
contemporary theories of analogy, because the history of the term fixes its meaning 
in a completely different realm of discourse. It is technical in the sense that in the 

“David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1975), 106. 


45 Notes, Romans 12:6. 
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history of biblical interpretation in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, the 
term carried its own special meaning that cannot be discovered by a simple 
grammatical analysis of its three words. 

One clue to the technical nature of this term is the fact that those who used 
it generally started with Romans 12:6. The Greek text for this verse is ëyovres ôè 
xaplouarta Kata Thy xápww Tův Sobeicay uiv didgopa, etre mpogntelav, kata 
my avadoylav ms mloTrews. While those who appealed to this as a rule for 
hermeneutics translated it as prophesying “according to the analogy of faith,” it is 
significant that no English translation of the Bible available in Wesley’s day trans- 
lates 7 dvadoylav ms mlorews that way. The Geneva and King James Bibles 
use “proportion.” Tyndale and the Great Bible use “agreeing.” The Bishops’ Bible 
uses “measure.” Only the Rheims Bible of 1582 gives a hint that there might be a 
history to the term, translating it as “the rule of faith.”46 

The history of this term is an interesting question whose answer goes 
beyond the scope of this study. However, a brief outline will show the way in which 
it came down to Wesley. Prior to the Reformation, it was used by Roman Catholic 
theologians who appealed to “the rule of faith” as a principle in interpreting Scrip- 
ture.“ By the time of the Reformation, the term “analogy of faith” appears. Calvin 

Luther A. Weigle, The New Testament Octapla: Eight English Versions of 
the New Testament in the Tyndale-King James Tradition, (New York: Nelson, 
{n.d.J), 902-3. 

47™Modern Roman Catholic scholars such as Bertrand de Margerie argue 
that the rule of faith in Irenaeus is the same as the analogy of faith in the decree De 


Verbum of Vatican II. See Margerie, Introduction å I’Histoire de lExegése, vol. I, 
Les Pères Grecs et Orientaux (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1980) 66, n. 10. 
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uses it,48 and theologians like John Gerhard® give it precise definitions similar to 
Wesley’s. Bucanus says the analogy of faith is 


the constant and unchanging sense of Scripture expounded in open passages of 
Scripture and agreeing with the Apostle’s Creed, the Decalogue and the Lord’s 
Prayer. 


The term also shows up in William Perkins,*! and John Milton.5? Daniel Whitby 
states that 


Reason in judging of the sense of Scripture is regulated partly by princi- 
ples of Faith, partly by Tradition, partly by Catholic maxims of her own. 

First, By principles of Faith. For Scripture is to be interpreted secundum 
analogiam Fidei; that is (say we) particular Texts of Scripture, when dubious, 
are so to be interpreted as not to contradict the Fundamentals of Faith, or any 
doctrine which evidently and fully stands asserted in the Word of God. And 
secondly since Scripture cannot contradict itself, when any paragraph of Scrip- 
ture absolutely considered is ambiguous, that sense must necessarily obtain 
which is repugnant to no other paragraph, against what may be so; and thus 
may Scripture regulate me in the sense of Scripture, and what I know of it lead 
me to the sense of what I do not.53 


48Calvin, Institutes, “Prefatory Address,” §2, 1:12-3 and IV.xvii.32, 2:1404. 


“In Heinrich Schmid, The Doctrinal Theology of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church, trans. Charles A. Hay and Henry E. Jacobs, 3d rev. ed. (Philadelphia: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1899, reprint), 76-77. 


In Heinrich Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics: Set Out and Illustrated from 
the Sources, rev. ed. Ernst Bizer, trans. G. T. Thomson (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
1978, repEnD. 35. A different translation, given in a footnote in Calvin, Institutes, 
1:13 includes the phrase “the general sentences and axioms of every main point of 
divinity.” 

51 The Arte of Prophesying, p. 652 of Workes, London, 1616, quoted in John 


R., Knott, Jr., The Sword of the Spirit: Puritan Responses to the Bible(Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago, 1980), 36. 


5? Prose Works, v. 2, 82, 338, and Christian Doctrine, 6:582-83, quoted in 
Knott, 115. 


Ads mod ord; or An Answer to Sure Footing . . . (Oxford, 1666), 28-30, 
quoted in More and Cross, 116. 
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Jeremy Taylor argues against its use because of the subjective nature of its defini- 
tion.*4 John Locke also rejects its use and says that Romans 12:6 does not authorize 
it. He suggests “quitting our own Infallibility in that Analogy of Faith which we 
have made to our selves, or have implicitly adopted from some other.”55 On 


Romans 12:6 he notes, 


This therefore is far from signifying, that a man in interpreting of Sacred Scrip- 
ture should explain the sense according to the system of his particular sect, 
which each party is pleased to call the analogie of faith. For this would be to 
make the Apostle to set that for a rule of interpretation. [sic} which had not its 
being till long after, and is the product of fallible men.56 


This cursory survey suffices to show that “the analogy of faith” was a technical con- 
cept used by theological writers in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Precisely where Wesley learned the term is not clear. It is possible that he 
learned it during his studies at Oxford. The possibility that his mother may have 
taught him the phrase is evidenced in a letter from Susannah to John written August 
18, 1725. She writes, 


This is the sum of what I believe concerning predestination, which I think is 
agreeable to the analogy of faith, since it never deregates from God’s free 
grace, nor impairs the liberty of man.‘ 


“Jeremy Taylor, OEOAOTIA EKAEKTIKH, or, The Liberty of. Prophesying 
in The Whole Works of the Right Rev. Jeremy Taylor, ed. Charles Eden and 
Reginald Heber, 10 vols. (London: Longman Green, 1861-65), 5:424-25. 


*John Locke, A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul to the 
Galatians, I and 2 Corinthians, Romans, Ephesians, ed. Arthur W. Wainwright, 2 
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), Preface, 1:113. Wainwright’s footnote, given on p. 
395, says “Locke may be using Ana/ogyin the sense of ‘analogue,’ or he may be 
alluding to beliefs formulated by reasoning from analogy.” This completely misses 
the point. “Analogy of faith” is a technical term in the history of biblical 
interpretation and should not be interpreted with references to contemporary 
theories of analogy. 


SS Thid., 2:585. 


51 Works, 25:180. 
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Thirteen months later John uses the phrase in a similar way in his sermon “On 
Guardian Angels,”58 

So far, eleven places where Wesley uses “the analogy of faith” have been 
identified.5? His most extensive explanation of what he means is given in the note to 
Romans 12:6. He comments on the phrase “Let us prophesy according to the 
analogy of faith” saying, 


St. Peter expresses it, “as the oracles of God;” according to the general tenor of 
them; according to that grand scheme of doctrine which is delivered therein, 
touching original sin, justification by faith, and present, inward salvation. 
There is a wonderful analogy between all these; and a close and intimate con- 
nexion between the chief heads of that faith “which was once delivered to the 
saints.” Every article therefore concerning which there is any question should 
be determined by this rule; every doubtful scripture interpreted according to 
the grand truths which run through the whole.© 


Five aspects of his understanding of the term can be gleaned from this text 
and supported by the other references. First, Wesley believes the Bible is a whole. 


58«On Guardian Angels,” II.[1] ibid., 4:231. 


The eleven places are as follows: 

a. “Justification by Faith,” §2, Works, 1:183. 

b. “The End of Christ’s Coming,” §IIL.5, ibid., 2:483. 

c. “The New Creation,” §2, ibid., 2:501. 

d. “Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity,” §6, ibid., 4:89. 

e. “On Guardian Angels,” § III.[1]} ibid., 4:231. 

f. Notes, Romans 12:6. 

g. Address to the Clergy, Jackson, 10:490. 
“an h. “Preface” to Explanatory Notes Upon the Old Testament, §3, Jackson, 

i. §18, ibid., p. 253. 

j. The Principles of a Methodist, §13, Works, 9:55. 

k. Farther Thoughts on Christian Perfection, quoted in A Plain Account of 
Christian Perfection, Jackson, 11:431. 
i Outler has two footnotes on the termin Works, 1:183, 473. The first one 
interprets Wesley’s view of the analogy of faith as “the general and true sense of 
Scripture (both the truths revealed in Scripture and solid inferrences drawn from 
them, as in the creeds and biblically-grounded theology).” The second restates the 
analogy of faith as “one’s sense of the whole.” 


eee © Notes, Romans 12:6. The Scriptural references are to I Peter 4:11 and 
ude 3. 
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The analogy of faith is taught by “the general tenor” of Scripture. The analogy to 
which it refers is “the close and intimate connexion between the chief heads” of the 
faith. In “The End of Christ’s Coming,” he says that the essence of the Christian 
religion “runs through the Bible from the beginning to the end, in one connected 
chain. And the agreement of every part of it with every other is properly the analogy 
of faith.”®! For him, Scripture is consistent in all its parts and there is a general 
theme of the text that can be identified. 

Second, the wholeness of Scripture is constituted by its doctrinal content. 
In his note, he describes the analogy of faith as forming a “grand scheme of doc- 
trine.”®2 In the “Preface” to the Old Testament Notes, Wesley refers to it as “the 
connexion and harmony there is between those grand, fundamental doctrines... .”6 
Rather than any of the other logical possibilities noted by Kelsey, it is the Bible’s 
system of doctrines that gives it wholeness and unity. In other words, the Bible is a 
whole because all of it functions to teach a system of doctrines which is coherent and 
consistent. 

Third, the analogy of faith pertains to those doctrines which have to do with 
the order of salvation. In the note, three doctrines are included: original sin, justifi- 


cation by faith, and present, inward salvation. The “Preface” to the Exp/anatory 


Slst1.5, Works, 2:483. 
® Notes, Romans 12:6. 


ver Preface” to Explanatory Notes Upon the Old Testament, Jackson, 


“On pp. 101-2 Kelsey recapitulates his conclusions from earlier chapters. 
The theologians examined appeal to the doctrines taught in scripture, concepts 
proposed by scripture, narratives in scripture, biblical images or symbols, and 
biblical theological statements. He further notes that some of these patterns are 
construed in logically diverse ways themselves. 
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Notes Upon the Old Testament has original sin, justification by faith, the new birth, 
and inward and outward holiness.© “Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity” has 
the natural corruption of man, justification by faith, the new birth, and inward and 
outward holiness.® In “The End of Christ’s Coming” “real religion” is described 
more generally as the restoration of man “not only to the favour but likewise to the 
image of God; implying not barely deliverance from sin, but the being filled with the 
fulness of God.”’6? 

All of these are substantially equivalent. They are different ways in which 
Wesley formulates the order of salvation. The restoration to the image of God is a 
change from original sin through repentance, justification and the new birth to entire 
sanctification. His formulations of the order may vary, but all relate to one basic 
scheme. 

For Wesley, the elements of the order of salvation are the “chief heads of 
that faith ‘which was once delivered to the saints.””’®® While Wesley makes extensive 
use of the distinction between essential doctrines and opinions, it is difficult to state 
exactly which doctrines are essential and which are not. The lists he gives vary from 
each other in substantive ways, and he will occasionally refer to a doctrine as essen- 


tial which never shows up in any of his summaries of the essentials. The doctrines 


Jackson, 14:253. 

86, Works, 4:89. 

The End of Christ’s Coming,” SIIL.5, ibid., 2:482. 
& Notes, Romans 12:6. Reference is to Jude 3. 


For example, the doctrine of the Trinity fits this description, as discussed 
below. Cf. Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today, 16-17 for a helpful summary 
of Wesley’s essential doctrines. Williams isolates several key texts, but he includes 
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that appear most frequently in such summaries are three: original sin, justification 
by faith, and holiness of heart and life. It is these three that form the basis of his 
proposed union of evangelical clergymen in 1764.7% In his Principles of a Methodist 
Farther Explained, he lists those three (described here as repentance, faith and holi- 
ness) and says that these include all other Methodist doctrines, and are the basic 
doctrines of Christianity.”! 

Fourth, the analogy of faith functions as a norm for theology both as a 
guide to correct conclusions and as a preventive to incorrect ones. It is mentioned as 
a guide in the “Preface” to the Old Testament Notes, where he says that Henry’s 
exposition “is also sound, agreeable to the tenor of Scripture, and to the analogy of 
faith.”?2 It is mentioned as a limit in The Principles of a Methodist. There he says, 

If there be anything unscriptural in these words, anything wild or extrav- 
agant, anything contrary to the analogy of faith, or the experience of adult 
Christians, let them “smite me friendly and reprove me”; let them impart to me 
of the clearer light God has given them.73 

By this Wesley means he is going to be guided by Scripture understood in its entirety. 
Adult Christians are those who have discovered that the promises of Scripture, read 
in light of the analogy of faith, are true. Therefore their experience is equivalent to 
the testimony of Scripture on those matters. 

Fifth, the analogy of faith functions as the rule to be used in interpreting 
Scripture. In the note to Romans 12:6, he says that “every doubtful scripture 


“the work of the Holy Spirit” instead of mentioning the new birth and sanctification 
specifically. 


“April 19, 1764, Curnock, 5:61, and Telford, 4:237. 
TISVI.4, Works, 9:226-27. 
Jackson, 14:247. 


3813, Works, 9:55. 
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[should be] interpreted according to the grand truths which run through the whole.” 
When he cites the Reformation principle of using Scripture to interpret Scripture, he 
understands that as interpretation according to the analogy of faith.”4 In his 
“Address to the Clergy,” he refers to the analogy of faith as “the clue to guide me 
through the whole” of Scripture.’5 

Thus, for Wesley, the general tenor of Scripture teaches the analogy of faith: 
the system of doctrine whose content is the order of salvation and whose function is 
to serve as a normative guide and limit for theology and as a rule for interpretation. 
The wholeness of Scripture is constituted by the analogy of faith. 

The places where Wesley makes reference to the wholeness of Scripture 
support this interpretation of the analogy of faith. Wesley says the doctrine that 
human beings were created in the image of God is witnessed “in every page” of the 
Bible.”° In his Thoughts on a Late Publication, he talks about human sinfulness as 
being part of the message of the whole tenor of Scripture.” The necessity of inward 
holiness is declared “everywhere” in Scripture.’ In his sermon “On Divine Provi- 
dence” he writes, “all the oracles of God, all the Scriptures both of the Old 


Testament and the New describe so many scenes of divine providence.””? In 


™*The New Creation,” §2, ibid., 2:501. 
*5Jackson, 10:490. 

16 Earnest Appeal, §46, Works, 11:62. 
"Jackson, 13:411. 


851.8, Works, 4:398. Of all the themes of “the whole Scripture,” holiness 
receives the most frequent mention by Wesley. Cf. ibid., 3:405, 4:336, 25:382, 
Jackson, 9:244, 308, 10:203, and 364. 


«On Divine Providence,” §4, Works, 2:536. 
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Predestination Calmly Considered he argues that the doctrine of reprobation is 
“utterly irreconcilable to the whole scope and tenor both of the Old and New 
Testament.”®0 

These claims about Scripture’s witness to sin, holiness, providence and free 
grace are all species of the larger claim that the Scripture’s general content is the _ 
order of salvation. It is in this light, for example, that one understands Wesley’s note 
on Ephesians 5:14 where he says that the general tenor of Scripture is concerned with 
awakening sleeping sinners.*! 

The Trinity is the one theme mentioned by Wesley as being taught by the 
entire Bible that is not directly entailed by the doctrines pertaining to salvation. In 
the Notes he writes, 

Nothing can separate the Spirit from the Father and the Son. If he were not 
one with the Father and the Son, the apostle ought to have said, The Father 
and the Word, who are one, and the Spirit, are two. But this is contrary to the 
whole tenor of revelation. It remains that these three are one.*2 
It is interesting that for Wesley “the whole tenor of revelation” testifies to the unity 
of the Godhead. In his sermon “On the Trinity” he says, that the doctrine of the 
Trinity “is a truth of the last importance. It enters into the very heart of Christian- 
ity; it lies at the root of all vital religion.”83 His point here is that the doctrine of the 
Trinity, while not explicitly a soteriological doctrine, is nevertheless a necessary pre- 


supposition of any Christian soteriology. Thus, while not directly a part of the 


Jackson, 10:211. 


8! Notes. 
82[bid., I John 5:8. 
83817, Works, 2:384. 
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analogy of faith, the analogy of faith presupposes it and thus it is part of the whole 
message of Scripture. 

A number of questions can be raised about Wesley’s position on this matter. 
Perhaps the most significant concerns the content of the analogy of faith. Why does 
he conceive of the “general tenor of Scripture” as the doctrinal topics of individual 
salvation? Nowhere does he indicate awareness of other credible alternatives to this 
version of the wholeness of Scripture. Recall Locke’s rejection of the analogy of 
faith because it is interpretation “according to the system of his particular sect.”4 
One must ask whether Wesley’s conception of the analogy of faith is subject to 
Locke’s critique, or whether it is justifiably based on the general tenor of the Bible. 

Locke’s critique assumes that a simple reading of the text, without commen- 
taries, will yield a simplified version of Christianity which could overcome the 
destructive divisions among Christians. His Reasonableness of Christianity 
describes his view of that simplified scheme of doctrine. . 

It is significant that Wesley, too, appeals to Scripture in its plainest form. 
He does include an appeal to Christian antiquity and the Church of England for 
help in its interpretation. While Locke does in fact rely on contemporary commenta- 
tors for help, he does not mention them often and attempts to minimize the 


influence of any portion of Christian tradition in his interpretation.®6 


“Locke, Paraphrase and Notes, 2:585. 
85“Preface” to Sermons on Several Occasions, Works,1:105-6. 


_®6Wainwright writes, “When Locke undertook to study Paul’s Epistles by 
consulting Paul himself, he certainly did not blot out of his mind the knowledge 
which he had acquired from other sources. The Paraphrase shows the influence of 
many of the books which he had read. In addition to the limited number of passages 
in which he refers to other writers by name, there are many places in which he is 
following or opposing the viewpoints of various authors.” “Introduction” to 
Locke’s Paraphrase and Notes, 17. Wainwright does not see this as an inconsistency 
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If it is granted that Wesley is interpreting Scripture from within the influ- 
ence of the primitive church and the Church of England, the question remains why 
this particular scheme of doctrine is seen as the content of Scripture’s general tenor. 
Wesley’s understanding of the general tenor of Scripture changed in 1738 and this 
transition can be traced with references to four places where he appeals to the whole 
message of Scripture. In the 1726 sermon “On Guardian Angels” it is clear that the 
analogy of faith functions as a norm for Christian understanding. He is willing to 
speculate about the reasons why God sends the angels to help human beings 
“provided we proceed with due reverence and humility, and do not contradict the 
analogy of our faith.”®? Taken in conjunction with his mother’s letter of 1725 
quoted above, it is clear that Wesley is using this means of interpreting Scripture. 
Further, the content of that sermon shows Wesley is prepared to speculate about the 
angels along the lines of their holiness and happiness, even when he has no Scriptural 
warrants for his conclusions. The “analogy of our faith” is clearly God’s design for 
all his creatures, angels and human beings, to be both holy and happy. 

Two other references give indications of the content of the “general tenor of 
Scripture” in Wesley’s view. The 1733 sermon “The Love of God” has Mark 
12:30—“Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, 
and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength”~as its text. In §I he argues that the 
plain sense of the commandment is to “love God alone for his own sake, and all 
things else only so far as they tend to him.” Wesley then seeks to show that this is the 
true interpretation. He says, “From every part of the Holy Scriptures it appears that 


in Locke, because Locke was seeking a rule to determine when these commentators 
were true to Paul’s meaning. 


~~ 


S7§III.[1] Works, 4:231. 
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love is the proper worship of a reasonable nature.” There follow references to 
Mark, Psalms, Micah, Deuteronomy, Matthew, Romans, I John, James, and I 
Corinthians. For Wesley, the whole Scripture teaches that every reasonable creature 
should love God. He understands the entire Scripture to teach the importance of 
holiness understood as the unbounded love of God. 

In a 1734 letter to Richard Morgan, Senior, Wesley argues that “a good 
Christian” must avoid sins of omission as well as sins of commission. He 
summarizes his argument: 

Whether divines and bishops will agree to this I know not. But this I 
know: it is the plain Word of God. God everywhere declares: (1), that with- 
out doing good as well as avoiding evil, shall no flesh living be justified. (2). 
That as good prayers without good works attending them are no better than a 
solemn mockery of God, so are good works themselves without those tempers 
of heart, from their subserviency to which they derive their whole value. (3). 
That those tempers which alone are acceptable to God, and to procure accep- 
tance for which our Redeemer lived and died, are, (i), Faith, without which it is 
still impossible either to please him or to overcome the world; (ii), Hope, with- 
out which we are alienated from the life of God, and strangers to the covenant 
of promise, and (iii), Love of God, and our neighbour for his sake, without 
which, though we should give all our goods to feed the poor, yea, and our 
bodies to be burned, if we will believe God, “it profiteth us nothing,”® 
The key phrase “God everywhere declares” signals that the whole Scripture teaches 
the three doctrines he lists. Justification depends on doing good and avoiding evil. 
Prayers require good works and a proper temper of the heart to be efficacious. The 
three “tempers,” faith, hope, and love are necessary to gain acceptance by God. 

These three references indicate that during the years 1725 through 1734, 

Wesley understands that the whole Scripture teaches God’s demand for holiness. 


This understanding of faith as a “temper” is typical of his theology prior to 1738. He 


88S]. 1, ibid., 4:336. 
March 15, 1733/4, ibid., 25:382. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


68 


defines faith as “an assent to what God has revealed, because he has revealed it.”90 
Assent is a disposition of the mind, just as hope and love are dispositions of the heart 
and soul.9! Holiness is the final goal and purpose of religion. Many of Wesley’s 
early sermons center on this theme. His 1733 sermon “The Circumcision of the 
Heart” is an early example of this theme, and Wesley says forty-five years later that 
he cannot improve upon it.92 Timothy Smith is correct when he argues that holiness 
is a constant emphasis in Wesley’s hermeneutics from 1725 to the end of his life. 

If holiness of heart and life was the dominant understanding of Wesley’s 
hermeneutics in his early ministry, it took a different place after 1738. The theologi- 
cal transition Wesley made during that year altered his understanding of faith and its 
relationship to holiness. From that time on, he insisted that faith alone was neces- 
sary for salvation. However, he argued that good works were both the fruit of faith 
and a necessary condition for its continuance.’ 

This theological change is apparent in his understanding of the general 
tenor of Scripture. Wesley’s fifth argument against predestination in the 1739 
aih we lI 22, 1725 letter to Susanna Wesley, ibid., 188. See also 

%1See The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, s. v. “temper, 
sb.,” 2:3254, §11.9. A 1777 usage defines “temper” as “the disposition which remains 


after these emotions are past; and which forms the habitual propensity of the soul.” 


92 JournalSeptember 1, 1778, Curnock 6:209. See Outler’s introduction to 
the sermon in Works, 1:398-400. 


Timothy Smith, “John Wesley and the Wholeness of Scripture,” 246-47, 
260-61. Smith says this theme shows up in a 1725 sermon, that it was reinforced by 
the changes of 1738 and 1739, and that it continued until 1791. 


4See “The Scripture Way of Salvation,” §III.13, Works, 2:167 where Wesley 
develops an argument using two types of necessity. Faith is unconditionally and 
immediately necessary for sanctification, while good works are conditionally and 
remotely necessary. 
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sermon “Free Grace” is that it “directly tends to overthrow the whole Christian 
revelation,” partly by making the Bible contradict itself. The idea that God would 
save some and not others is contrary to “the whole scope and tenor of Scripture” as 
well as particular passages like “God is love.”95 Other specific passages are quoted, 
but the significant point is that the entirety of Scripture is used to rule out a specific 
interpretation of certain passages. He goes so far as to assert 

better it were to say it had no sense at all than to say it had such a sense as this. 

It cannot mean, whatever it mean besides, that the God of truth is a liar. . .. 

No Scripture can mean that God is not love, or that his mercy is not over all 

his works. 

Wesley’s understanding of the wholeness of Scripture changes after 1734. 

At that time, the general tenor of Scripture is the commandment to be holy, under- 
stood as the love of God and the love of humankind. In 1739, the general tenor of 
Scripture concerns the whole order of salvation. In the 1742 Principles of a 
Methodist, Wesley uses “the analogy of faith” as the standard by which his doctrine 
of perfection is to be judged.9’ In this work he defends his teaching of justification 
by faith alone and Christian perfection. 1739 marks a distinct change in his under- 
standing of the general tenor of Scripture, and no further changes in his view can be 


found after that time. 


The Relation of the Old Testament and the New Testament 
Wesley’s views on the relation of the Old Testament and the New Testament 
reflect a type of dispensational understanding that allows for both continuity and 
development in God’s relationship with humankind. This understanding leads to an 


5“Free Grace,” §20, Works, 3:552. 
96 §26, ibid., 3:556. 
97§13, ibid., 9:55. 
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ambivalence about the authority of the Old Testament. On the one hand, Wesley 
emphasizes that the Old Testament is sacred Scripture and therefore binding on all 
human beings. On the other hand, he emphasizes that there are aspects of the gospel 
available only in the New Testament which supersede portions of the Old. We will 
consider each side of the ambivalence in turn. 

In some places, Wesley gives a highly positive statement about the Old Tes- 
tament and its importance for Christians. In the sermon “The Law Established by 
Faith, I” Wesley is concerned to show the proper role and function of the law for 
Christians. To those who make a distinction between preaching the law and 
preaching Christ he says, 

Consider this well: that to “preach Christ” is to preach all things that 
Christ hath spoken: all his promises; all his threatenings and commands; all 
that is written in his Book. And then you will know how to preach Christ 
without making void the law.’ 
What is significant here is that one can “preach Christ” from an Old Testament text. 
There are several places where Wesley simply asserts that a particular doctrine is 
taught by both Testaments. Concerning the doctrine of conditional election, for 
which Wesley argued against the Calvinists, he says, 
To this agrees the whole scope of the Christian revelation, as well as the parts 
thereof. To this Moses and all the prophets bear witness, and our blessed Lord 
and all his apostles.%? 


There are many other instances where both Old and New Testaments are cited in 


support of a particular point.! The Old Testament is said to have “the most strict 


9881.11, ibid., 2:25. 
99“Free Grace,” §29, ibid., 3:558. 
_ 10See “The Reward of the Righteous,” §1.6, ibid., 3:405; “The Repentance 
of Believers,” §II.2, ibid., 1:347; “On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,” 


§I1.2, ibid., 3:585; A Plain Account of the People Called Methodists, $1.5, ibid., 
9:256; and “A Letter to the Rev. Dr. Conyers Middleton,” §II.2-3, Jackson, 10:72. 
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connexion” with the gospel.!°! In his sermon “On Divine Providence,” he describes 
the connection saying, 


And this he hath done in his written Word: all the oracles of God, all the 
Scriptures both of the Old Testament and the New describe so many scenes of 
divine providence. It is the beautiful remark of a fine writer: “Those who 
object to the Old Testament, in particular, that it is not a connected history of 
nations, but only a congeries of broken unconnected events, do not observe 
the nature and design of these writings. They do not see that Scripture is the 
history of God.” Those who bear this upon their minds will easily perceive 
that the inspired writers never lose sight of it, but preserve one unbroken, con- 
nected chain, from the beginning to the end. All over that wonderful book, as 
“life and immortality” (immortal life) is gradually “brought to light,” so is 
“Immanuel, God with us,” and his kingdom ruling over all.102 


In “The Means of Grace” he mentions II Timothy 3:15-17 in support of the 
inspiration of Scripture and says, 


It should be observed that this is spoken primarily and directly of the 
Scriptures which Timothy had “known from a child”; which must have been 
those of the Old Testament, for the New was not then wrote. How far then 
was St. Paul (though he was “not a whit behind the very chief of the apostles,” 
nor therefore, I presume, behind any man now upon earth) from making light 
of the Old Testament! Behold this, lest ye one day “wonder and perish,” ye 
who make so small account of one half of the oracles of God! Yea, and that 
half of which the Holy Ghost expressly declares that it is “profitable,” as a 
means ordained of God for this very thing, “for doctrine, for reproof, for cor- 
rection, for instruction in righteousness”: to the end [that] “the man of God 
may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works. ”103 


Clearly, the point here is to emphasize that the Old Testament is part of the Bible 
and as such deserves the respect that is due to all of God’s Word. 
However, Wesley also pointed out the differences between the two testa- 


ments. In his sermon “Christian Perfection,” he writes, 


101 Notes, Romans 8:33. 


; 10284, Works, 2:536. Outler notes that the idea expressed by the “fine writer” 
“informs the whole of Jonathan Edwards,” but that the phrase is not found in his 
writings. 


103“The Means of Grace,” §III.9, ibid., 1:388. 
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It is of great importance to observe, and that more carefully than is 

commonly done, the wide difference there is between the Jewish and the Chris- 

tian dispensation, and that ground of it which the same Apostle assigns in the 

seventh chapter of his Gospel, verse thirty-eight, etc.1% 
It should be noted that Wesley uses this point to rule out arguments from the Old 
Testament that would provide a different interpretation of Paul. His method of dif- 
ferentiating between the levels of authority of the two testaments is to assign them 
to different dispensations. This dispensational approach to Old Testament interpre- 
tation can be seen in the Westminster Confession, Chapter VII.!95 

He characterizes these dispensations as having different characteristics. In 

his 1780 Advice to the People Called Methodists with Regard to Dress he writes, 

Secondly, The Jews and we are under different dispensations. The glory of the 

whole Mosaic dispensation was chiefly visible and external; whereas the glory 

of the Christian dispensation is of an invisible and spiritual nature.!°5 

He goes so far as to describe the New Testament, in a rhetorical question, as 

“a far more perfect dispensation than that which He delivered in Hebrew.”!°7 At 
several points in his Notes, Wesley has occasion to comment on the relation between 
the Testaments. On I John 2:8 he writes, 

For there is no comparison between the state of the Old Testament believers, 

and that which ye now enjoy: the darkness of that dispensation is passed away; 

and Christ the true light now shinethin your hearts.!08 


Similar comments are made at II Corinthians 3:6 and II Peter 1:19. 


10487711, ibid., 2:110. 

105“The Westminster Confession of Faith,” in John Leith, ed., Creeds of the 
Churches: A Reader in Christian Doctrine from the Bible to the Present, rev. ed., 
(Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1973), 202-3. See also Deschner, 112-14. 

106§V 2, Jackson, 11:472. 

107T9 “Dean D---,” 1785, Telford, 7:252. 


108 Notes. 
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Basic to the distinction between the testaments is Wesley’s view that the 
Mosaic law had three parts, two of which had been nullified by Christ. In Farther 
Thoughts Upon Christian Perfection, Wesley asks a question about Christ being the 
end of the law, as in Romans 10:4, and says, 


In order to understand this, you must understand what law is here spoken of; 
and this, I apprehend, is, (1.) The Mosaic law, the whole Mosaic dispensation; 
which St. Paul continually speaks of as one, though containing three parts, the 
political, moral, and ceremonial.!© 


In Wesley’s view, the ceremonial law had been abolished. In his 1797 
sermon, “The Duty of Reproving Our Neighbour,” he writes, 


A great part of the book of Exodus, and almost the whole of the book of 
Leviticus, relate to the ritual or ceremonial law of Moses, which was peculiarly 
given to the children of Israel; but was such “a yoke,” says the apostle Peter, 
“as neither our fathers nor we were able to bear.” We are therefore delivered 
from it: and this is one branch of “the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us 
free.” Yet it is easy to observe that many excellent moral precepts are inter- 
spersed among these ceremonial laws."1° 


Further, Wesley’s note on Ephesians 2:14 suggests a similarity between the 
“middle wall of partition” which was broken down and “the ceremonial law, which 
Christ had now taken away.” In commenting on Galatians 2:4, Wesley construes 
Christian liberty to mean “from the ceremonial law.” The note on Galatians 3:19 is 


even more extensive. It says, 


10Jackson, 11:414. The history of distinction of the Old Testament law into 
political, moral and ceremonial is not clear. Reventlow says it “is traditionally a 
Reformation insight,” 240. However, it is at least as old as Irenaeus and Justin 
Martyr. R.P.C. Hanson, Allegory and Event: A Study of the Sources and 
Significance of Origen’s Interpretation of Scripture (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 
1959), 289-90 notes “early Christians almost all agreed that the moral 
commandments could be distinguished from the ritual.” He refers to Irenaeus, 
Adversus Haereses, 1V.24.1. He also indicates that the Rabbis made the same 
distinction. Margerie, 41 says that Justin made the distinction also, referring to 
Dialogues with Trypho, xxvii, 5 and xxviii, 3. 


110 Works, 2:511-12. The reference to Peter comes from Acts 15:10. Wesley 
held the same position in 1745 when he wrote A Second Dialogue Between an 
Antinomian and His Friend. 
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Probably, the Panes of the ceremonial law was inflicted as a punishment for the 


national sin of idolatry, Exod. xxxii. 1, at least the more grievous parts of it; 


and the whole of it was a prophetic type of Christ. The moral law was added 
to the promise to discover and restrain transgressions, to convince men of their 
guilt, and need of the promise, and give some check to sin. And this law pas- 
seth not away; but the ceremonial law was only introduced til Christ, the seed 
to or through whom the promise was made, should come.\11 
A similar note is given at Romans 3:20, where Wesley refers to “the moral part of 
[the law]... which alone is not abolished.”1!2 
The ceremonial law, although abolished, is useful because it points to 
Christ. In the note to Galatians 3:29 quoted above, the ceremonial law was under- 
stood to be a type of Christ. The note to I Timothy 1:8 makes this explicit: 


We grant the whole Mosaic Jaw is good, answers excellent purposes, ifa man 
use itin a proper manner. Even the ceremonial is good, as it points to 
“113 


Christ 
The ambivalence with which Wesley approaches the Old Testament’s rela- 
tion to the New is coherent. In a 1758 letter to Elizabeth Hardy he expresses it 
clearly: 

I do by no means exclude the Old Testament from bearing witness to any 
truths of God. Nothing less. But I say the experience of the Jews is not the 
standard of Christian experience; and that therefore, were it true “The Jews did 
not love God with all their heart and soul,” it would not follow “Therefore no 
Christian can,” because he may attain what they did not.1%4 

The Old Testament does give a valid witness to the truths about God. At the same 
time, Christians recognize that the new covenant in Christ Jesus has fulfilled and 


superseded the old. In one place Wesley argues that the covenant of grace existed 


111 Notes, 

M2Tbid. 

131 bid. 

114April 5, 1758, Telford, 4:11. 
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under the Jewish dispensation.!!5 In another place, he refers to Christianity as a 
doctrine that describes a certain character. He writes, 
It describes this character in all its parts, and that in the most lively and affect- 
ing manner. The main lines of this picture are beautifully drawn in many 
passages of the Old Testament. These are filled up in the New, retouched and 
finished with all the art of God.1!6 
Here Wesley talks about the outlines being present in the Old Testament, but the 
entire picture being finished in the New. He does not negate what is present in the 


Old, but takes the position that it points to what comes in the New. 


Canon of Scripture 
Wesley defends a traditional Protestant view of the canon of Scripture. 
Article V in the Articles of Religion sent to the American Methodist Church retains 
the listing of Old Testament books named in the Thirty-nine Articles. Wesley 
removes the paragraph which said that the Apocrypha is to be read “for example of 
life and instruction of manners” but not “to establish any doctrine.”!!”7 He specifi- 
cally attacks the Church of Rome for accepting non-canonical books of the Old 
Testament. In Popery Calmly Considered he writes, 
The Church of Rome not only adds tradition to Scripture, but several 
entire books; namely, Tobit and Judith, the Book of Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, 
Baruch, the two books of Maccabees, and a new part of Esther and of Daniel; 


“which wee books,” says the Church of Rome, “whoever rejects, let him be 
accursed.” 

We answer, We cannot but reject them. We dare not receive them as part 
of the Holy Scriptures. For none of these books were received as such by the 
Jewish Church, “to whom were committed the oracles of God:” (Rom. iti.2:) 
Neither by the ancient Christian Church, as appears from the 60th Canon of 


WeThe Righteousness of Faith,” §1, Works, 1:202-3. 
116 4 Letter to the Rev. Dr. Con ers Middleton, §11.2, Jackson, 10:72. 
"BCP, “Articles of Religion,” Article VI. 
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the Council of Laodicea; wherein is a catalogue of the books of Scriptures, 
without any mention of these.!18 


Wesley’s thinking on the canon is not well-developed, because the “Canons of the 
Council of Laodicea” do not include the Book of Revelation.1!9 

Wesley takes very seriously the sin of adding to or taking away from what is 
written in the book. The warning in Revelation 22:18-19 is a foundation for this. 
His note to that passage applies the warning to those who tamper not only with the 
book of Revelation, but also with the whole New Testament. Further, he under- 
stands that God himself closed the canon of the Old Testament.!20 A letter to Mary 
Pendarves shows that he took those sanctions seriously for his own practice as a 
Christian in 1731.12! 

Wesley’s conception of the canon of Scripture is clear. He stands with the 
larger Protestant tradition in rejecting the Apocrypha as part of the Bible. All of his 
references to it reject its inclusion in Scripture. If his editorial work on the Articles 
of Religion is given any weight at all, he appears to oppose even the limited use of 
the Apocrypha for example and instruction. 

However, this is one of the places where the distinction between Wesley’s 
conception Scripture and his use of it is illuminating. Wesley is far more willing to 


use the Apocrypha than his conception would indicate. 


11844, Jackson, 10:141. 


119F, L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, eds. The Oxford Dictionary of the 
onan ae 2d. ed. (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1974), s. v. “Laodicea, 
anons of.” 


120 Notes, Rev. 22:18-19 
July 19, 1731, Works, 25:293. 
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Conclusion 

With one exception, Wesley’s view of the characteristics of Scripture stands 
in the mainstream of Protestant theology. Scripture is seen to be sufficient for all 
matters of faith and practice, but not to conflict with new scientific discoveries. 
Scripture is clear in its main points, but does need explanation of its more obscure 
parts. Wesley views the Old Testament with an ambivalence that is characteristic of 
much of Christian teaching. He resolves the tension between them using a dispensa- 
tional scheme taken from the teachings of the Church of England. He defends the 
Protestant view of the Old Testament canon, apparently rejecting any use of the 
Apocrypha, even “for instruction in life and manners.” 

The one exception where Wesley stands out is his view of the wholeness of 
Scripture. Even here he borrows the concept of the analogy of faith to argue for a 
particular version of the general tenor of Scripture. However, Wesley’s view that the 
analogy of faith is constituted by the order of salvation distinguishes him from oth- 
ers. Earlier writers are more general. Bucanus defines it in terms of the Creeds, 
Lord’s Prayer and Ten Commandments. Whitby uses the general term 
“fundamentals of faith,” without specificity. In contrast, Wesley offers a specific 
proposal that it is constituted by the doctrines of original sin, justification by faith 
alone, and sanctification. Why Wesley subscribed to that particular view is prob- 
lematic. 

Historically, Wesley’s changed understanding of the content of Scripture’s 
general tenor is correlated with his theological conversion in 1738. Wesley’s theol- 


ogy underwent a change that year, whether or not one concludes that he was per- 
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sonally converted to Christianity at that time or before.!22 Kelsey’s claims about the 
wholeness of Scripture and the content of a theologian’s writings are borne out in 
Wesley’s case. 

Theologically, however, we are no closer to answering whether Wesley was 
correct in seeing soteriology as the general tenor of Scripture. Nowhere does he 
argue for it. During 1738 he learns from the Moravians, the Edwardian Homilies 
and his own study of Scripture that a new view of salvation is the key to understand- 
ing the Scripture. Why it is the key is not clear. 

Wesley assumes that the whole point of religion is salvation. He reads the 
Scripture with that concern uppermost in his mind. Further, that assumption was 
widely shared by other theologians of his time. Locke assumes it.!23 The claim that 
salvation is the general subject matter of Scripture was not controversial in the eigh- 
teenth century. What was controversial was Wesley’s particular formulation of it. 
He speaks of it having three parts: original sin, justification by faith alone, and 
sanctification. Wesley’s formulation focuses on salvation as an experience of an 
individual and minimizes the role of the church as a formal community. 

Kelsey’s Use of Scripture demonstrates that the wholeness of Scripture has 
been characterized in a number of different ways. He says, “there is an irreducible 
variety of kinds of wholeness that may be ascribed to the texts.”!24 While the variety 

122See the essays contained in the collection A/dersgate Reconsidered, ed. 


Randy L. Maddox, Kingswood Books (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1990), especially 
Maddox’s “Introduction.” 


1231 ocke argues that “faith and repentance, i.e., believing Jesus to be the 
Messiah, and a good life, are the indispensable conditions of the new covenant, to be 
performed by all those who would obtain eternal life.” Reasonableness of 
Christianity, §172, 44-45. 


124Kelsey, 100. 
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may be irreducible, it is possible that some method of arguing for one view over 
another might be developed. Whether such an argument is possible or not, Wesley’s 
view that the wholeness of Scripture is constituted by this understanding of salvation 
should receive consideration along with others. 

Locke’s objection that the analogy of faith is the result of a particular sect’s 
system must be addressed. Locke’s own interpretation, as well as all other claims to 
a correct understanding of the general tenor of Scripture, must demonstrate that it is 
the Scripture itself that authorizes that view. However, Wesley fails to provide such 
arguments to warrant selecting his view of the analogy of faith over other 


possibilities. 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE AUTHORITY OF SCRIPTURE IN TENSION WITH OTHER 
AUTHORITIES 

Wesley’s commitment to the authority of Scripture alone did not exclude 
other authorities. It was discussed above that Wesley, while proclaiming himself 
homo unius libri, was manifestly a man of many books with a wide range of learning 
who used these other books as both sources and authorities. Wesley is committed to 
the authority of Scripture, but his professed allegiance to so/a scriptura is more 
complicated than it first appears. 

The analysis which follows will discuss the relations between five different 
authorities which Wesley recognizes. The identification of five authorities stands in 
explicit disagreement with a number of Wesley scholars who argue that Wesley has a 
four-fold doctrine of religious authority. Ted Campbell has traced the history of the 
term “Wesleyan Quadrilateral” and noted that it has become commonplace among 
Wesleyans to refer to four authorities which function in Wesley’s theological writ- 
ings: Scripture, reason, tradition and experience.! Colin Williams in his John 
Wesley's Theology Today summarizes each of these, noting that, while Scripture is 
primary, the other three have roles to play as well.? Albert Outler was the first to 
use the term “quadrilateral” to describe the four-fold authority in Wesley’s thought. 

‘Ted Campbell, “The ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral’: The Story of a Modern 
Methodist Myth” in Thomas A. Langford, ed., Doctrine and Theology in the United 
Methodist Church, Kingswood Books (Nashville, TN: Abingdon , 1991), 155-59. 

2Williams, 23-38. 
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Although he later regretted the term, he defended it as an accurate description of 
Wesley’s method. More recently, Donald Thorson’s Wesleyan Quadrilateralargues 
for this four-fold structure as the essence of Wesley’s theological method.* 

Ted Campbell’s essay, after tracing the origin of the term “quadrilateral,” 
argues that this four-fold view of authority cannot be directly attributed to John 
Wesley.> He specifically argues that the understanding of tradition commonly pre- 
sumed in modern formulations of the quadrilateral is anachronistic. 

In this matter, Campbell is correct. In using the category of tradition, 
Williams, Outler, and Thorson are using a term that does not show up explicitly in 
Wesley’s writings as an authority for faith and practice. Wesley has no significant 
conception of Christian tradition as such being an authority in theology. The term 
“tradition” has only negative connotations for Wesley. The best he can say about 
the Christian tradition as a whole is that “God never left himself without witness. In 
every age and in every nation there were a few that truly feared God and wrought 
righteousness.”6 Tradition comes in for heavy criticism in his writings against 
Roman Catholicism. In his 1779 tract, Popery Calmly Considered, he writes, 

Yet the Papists add tradition to Scripture, and require it to be received 
with equal veneration. By traditions, they mean, “such points of faith and 
practice as have been delivered down in the Church from hand to hand with- 


out writing.” And for many of these, they have no more Scripture to show, 
than the Pharisees had for their traditions.’ 


3Albert C. Outler, “The Wesleyan Quadrilateral—In John Wesley,” in 
Langford, 86. 


4Donald Thorson, 21-24. 
5Campbell, “Wesleyan Quadrilateral,” 160-61. 


&“Thoughts Upon a Late Phenomenon,” §3, Works, 9:535. Cf. Notes, 
Matthew 16:18: “There hath been a small remnant [of the church] in all ages.” 


7§3, Jackson, 10:141. 
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Thus, for Wesley, “tradition” has a negative connotation and can never be invested 
with authority in religious matters. He regards the bulk of Christian history as a 
period of decline for Christianity, with only a few spots of true religion showing 
through. Thus, to talk about the whole Christian tradition as being authoritative for 
him is grossly to misrepresent Wesley’s position. Campbell is correct when he argues 
that it is anachronistic to apply a nineteenth-century understanding of tradition to 
Wesley.® 

Such anachronism obscures the way in which Wesley sees two distinct peri- 
ods of the larger Christian tradition as authoritative: antiquity and the then current 
doctrines of the Church of England. Whereas Williams, Outler and Thorson refer to 
four authorities, Wesley is more accurately understood as conceiving religious 
authority to have five components: Scripture, reason, Christian antiquity, experi- 
ence, and the Church of England. 

The relation between these elements has been discussed in various ways. No 
one who reads Wesley carefully could possibly miss the primacy of Scripture over the 
others. However, the introduction of geometric metaphors is a mistake from the 
start. For Wesley the elements are defined in such a way that they constitute one 
locus of authority with five aspects. Christian faith and practice are governed by 
Scripture that is reasonable in its claims, exemplified in antiquity, vivified in personal 
experience, and most fully institutionalized in the Church of England? Potential 

_  ŝIt must be signaled at this point that here Wesley’s conception and his 
practice diverge significantly. At this point we are only discussing Wesley’s 
conception of authority. In Chapter 8 we will analyze his use of antiquity and the 


Church of England, and see that his use of tradition belies his refusal to 
acknowledge its influence in his thought. 


For the use of the word “vivified” in this way, see The Book of Discipline 
of the United Methodist Church, 1988 (Nashville: United Methodist Publishing 
House, 1988), 51, 80. 
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conflicts between any of the five are minimized, and often ruled out by formulations 
that distinguish between the true authority and some impure corruption of it, e.g., 
between reason and idle reasonings or between Scriptural, rational experience and 
enthusiasm. Indeed, each of the elements is defined in such a way as to make it 
interdependent with the others. 

Part of the complexity in sorting out Wesley’s thinking on these matters 
arises from the fact that he was very careful to consider the type of evidence required 
to answer a particular question or to respond to a particular adversary. In a letter to 
Dr. Horne, he writes, 

Our Church, adopting the words of St. Chrysostom, expressly affirms in the 
passage above cited he was justified by faith alone. And her authority ought to 
weigh more than even that of Bishop Bull, or of any single man whatever. 
Authority, be pleased to observe, I plead against authority, reason against 
reason.!0 
In this case, Wesley matches the authority chosen by his critic, and argues that the 
authority of the whole Church of England outweighs any single individual. In other 
cases, Wesley suits the type of evidence to the subject matter. If it is a matter of fact 
that is to be proved, he argues this is done “by the testimony of competent wit- 
nesses.” Doctrines are to be proved by “Scripture and reason.”!! Thus, in 
interpreting Wesley, one must be careful to note what sort of question is being dis- 
cussed and the type of authority that Wesley understood to be appropriate to that 


question. 


10Telford, 4:175. 
“To George L. Fleury,” May 18, 1771, §12, ibid., 5:247. 
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Scripture and Reason 
Our discussion of Scripture and reason will be divided into three sections: 
the definition of reason, reason’s competence and limits, and Scripture and reason as 


joint authorities. 


Definition of Reason 
Wesley’s most comprehensive definition of reason is given in his sermon 
“The Case of Reason Impartially Considered.” He first identifies two definitions, 
argument and eternal reason. Wesley then proceeds to give a third definition which 
he intends to use for reason in the strict sense.!2 


In another acceptation of the word, reason is much the same with under- 
standing. It means a faculty of the human soul; that faculty which exerts itself 
in three ways: by simple apprehension, by judgment, and by discourse. Simple 
apprehension is barely conceiving a thing in the mind, the first and most simple 
act of understanding, Judgment is the determining that the things before con- 
ceived either agree with or differ from each other. Discourse (strictly speak- 
ing) is the motion of progress of the mind from one judgment to another. The 
faculty of the soul which includes these three operations I here mean by the 
term reason,'3 


The same point is made in other places.14 Rex Matthews correctly summarizes 


Wesley’s understanding of reason as a faculty: 


So, for Wesley, in this primary sense, reason (noun) is a faculty of the 
human soul, the mind or the understanding, which has a three-fold operation: 
simple apprehension, judgment, and discourse. To reason (verb) is to employ 
the mind or understanding in this three-fold way (though he does on occasion 
use “inferring” or “reasoning” as equivalent to the highest of these three 
operations, discourse, by way of synecdoche). Something is “reasonable” 


1261.2, Works, 2:590. Matthews, 125 points out that these three definitions 
of reason correspond to those given in Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English 
Language. 

131.2, Works, 2:560. 


14 Journal, June 15, 1741 ibid., 19:201; “The General Deliverance,” 
§1.5, Works, 2:441;and A Word to a Drunkard, Jackson, 11:169. 
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(adjective) if it is governed by or in accordance with the three-fold operation of 

reason, and the adverbial use corresponds. Reasoning (noun) is the use of this 

faculty of the soul, and by extension refers also to the evidence or arguments 

used in reasoning. And the use of the term “reason” as synonymous with 

motive, argument, or explanation is dependent upon and derivative from this 

more fundamental meaning of the term.?5 
By extension, also, the term “reason” is sometimes used for the conclusions of the 
reasoning process as constituting a body of knowledge whìch ought to be self- 
evident. It is in this sense that reason is used by Wesley as a short-hand name for an 
entire approach to life that is presumed to be available to all human beings as ratio- 
nal creatures. Endowed by God with the faculty of reason, they are able to use that 
faculty to reach conclusions about a wide variety of subjects. It is thus possible to 
talk about “reason’s” position on any number of subjects and expect agreement by 
all “reasonable” people. 

Because of this, appeals to “reason” in eighteenth-century England carried 
weight even if the details of one’s reasonings were not given. Thus, Wesley writes to 
John Valton that the practice of separating men and women during preaching ser- 
vices “is a Methodist rule, not grounded on caprice, but on plain, solid reason.”16 
The appeal is made to reason as if reason’s conclusions are clear and obvious to all. 
Nowhere does Wesley give in writing an exposition of the reasons for the separation 
of men and women at preaching services. Yet he claims that such separation is ac- 
cording to “plain, solid reason.” Reason’s conclusions are presumed to be obvious. 

This view of reason approaches the etymological root of “common sense.” 
Something is “reasonable” because a common person with sense would come to the 
same conclusion. Wesley uses “common sense” in the same way he does “reason” in 

15Matthews, 157-58. One place where Wesley uses “reason” as equivalent to 


inference is in “What is Man?,” §5, Works, 4:21. 
16To John Valton, April 9, 1781, Telford, 7:57. 
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several cases. He notes that certain behaviors offend religion as well as common 
sense.!7 He appeals to scripture and common sense.!® In one place he states that “On 
Scripture and common sense I build all my principles.”!9 Further, in A Dia/ogue 
Between an Antinomian and His Friend, the Friend (Wesley’s persona) uses 
“common sense” and “reason” as synonymous terms.2° While this may not be the 
case in every usage, the two terms are usually equivalent. 

Thus, Wesley notes three definitions of reason, but consistently uses the 
term to refer to a faculty of the soul that is otherwise known as the understanding. 
Its functions are apprehension, judgment and discourse, and its conclusions are pre- 
sumed to be obvious to all. Wesley lived in the period described by historians as 
“The Age of Reason;” he, like his contemporaries, placed a high degree of confi- 
dence in this faculty. However, he also saw its limits, and his methods of preaching 


often caused him to be attacked as unreasonable. 


Reason’s Competence and Limits 
Wesley was often accused of giving up reason and requiring the same of his 
followers. In the eighteenth century few things were worse in the religious sphere of 
national life than being an “enthusiast.” An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and 
Religion is an apology to demonstrate the reasonableness of his position. At several 


points Wesley strives to emphasize that reason was important to him, that it is not to 


17 Journal, April 16, 1758, Curnock, 4:259. 


18“Thoughts on the Writings of Baron Swedenborg,” §13, Jackson, 13:432; 
Journal, February 27, 1747, Works, 20:160; February 28, 1770, Curnock, 5:355; and 
January 25, 1738, Works, 18:212, footnote 95, §3. 


19To Samuel Sparrow, October 9, 1773, Telford, 6:49. 
20Jackson, 10:276. 
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enthusiasts, and that he is therefore not an enthusiast. He often takes great pains to 
emphasize the importance of reason to true religion. In such cases, he gives his most 
unqualified approbation to reason as an authority in religion without reference to 
Scripture. 

In a 1768 letter to Dr. Rutherforth he writes, 

It is a fundamental principle with us, that to renounce reason is to renounce 
religion; that religion and reason go hand in hand, and that all irrational 
religion is false religion.” 

In a similar vein, he writes in a 1760 letter to the Editor of Lloyd's Evening 
Post, “True religion is the highest reason. It is indeed wisdom, virtue, and happiness 
in one.”22 Clearly, Wesley sees no conflict and only harmony between religion and 
reason, at least when both are truly what they are supposed to be. Reason as a fac- 
ulty leads to judgments about God and the world which produce virtue and true 
human happiness. When reason is correctly employed, its conclusions point to the 
same truths that are taught by religion. 

For Wesley, this harmony between reason and religion is a key presupposi- 
tion of his whole theology. Whereas some facets of his theology underwent devel- 
opment and change during his lifetime, his commitment to a reasonable religion was 
unwavering during his whole life. In 1733 he wrote in the sermon “The Love of 
God” that “reason, as well as the Holy Scriptures, requires that we should so love 
God with all our heart as to love nothing else but for his sake, and in subordination 
to the love of him.”23 He writes in 1784, 


2IMarch 28, 1768, §I1.4, Works, 9:382. 
22December 1, 1760, Telford, 4:118. 
3§11.6 Works, 4:338. 
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We all aim at one point .. . to spread true religion through London, Dublin, 
Edinburgh, and, as we are able, through the three kingdoms; that truly rational 
religion which is taught and prescribed in the Old and New Testament;?4 

Frequently, Wesley uses the disjunction Scripture or reason and says that 
he will abide by the conclusions of either. In the published Letter to the Author of 

“The Enthusiasm of Methodists and Papists Compared,” he writes, “I am not above 
either reason or Scripture. To either of these I am ready to submit.”25 He even goes 
so far as to say that if given sufficiently weighty arguments, he will give up 
Christianity.2° The importance of reason is thus clear in Wesley’s thought. 

The critical question then becomes determining reason’s competence. On 
the positive side, Wesley sees reason as being extremely useful in both daily life and 
religious matters. Consider four places where he outlines what reason can do. 

In the sermon “The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” Wesley says 
that reason is of great use in “the affairs of common life.” It can direct “servants 
how to discharge their duty,” the “mariner to steer his course” and “those who study 
the art of healing to cure most of the maladies to which we are exposed.” Further, 
“reason can assist us in going through the whole circle of arts and sciences.” In the 
area of religion, reason can do very much. 

Now of what excellent use is reason if we would either understand ourselves, or 
explain to others, those living oracles! And how is it possible without it to 

%4A Short History of the People Called Methodists, §131, ibid., 9:502. 

25§22, ibid., 11:370. To Freeborn Garrettson, the American Methodist 
preacher, he writes, “If I have des Scripture or plain reason for doing a thing well. 
These are my rules, and my only rules. . . . I wish to be in every point, great and 
small, a scriptural, rationai Christian.” January 24, 1789, Telford, 8:112. 

26“To ‘Amicus Veritatis,” January 12, 1750, §10, Works, 26:401. Cf. his 
November 17, 1759 letter to John Downes: “Then by your own account I am no 
enthusiast, for I resolve none of my notions into immediate inspiration. I have 
something to do with reason—perhaps as much as many of those who ‘make no 


account of my labours.’ And I am ready to give up every opinion which I cannot by 
calm, clear reason defend.” §14, ibid., 9:361. 
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understand the essential truths contained therein? . . . Is it not reason (assisted 
by the Holy Ghost) which enables us to understand what the Holy Scriptures 
declare concerning the being and attributes of God? . . . It is by reason that 
God enables us in some measure to comprehend his method of dealing with the 
children of men; the nature of his various dispensations, of the Old and New 
Covenant, of the law and the gospel.?” 
He continues by saying that “Many cases of conscience are not to be solved without 
the utmost exercise of our reason.”28 
Because of the use of reason in interpreting Scripture and resolving difficul- 
ties in life, a good minister must be able to reason well. In An Address to the Clergy, 
he writes, 


Ought not a Minister to have, First, a good understanding, a clear apprehen- 
sion, a sound judgment, and a capacity of reasoning with some closeness??? 


In some references to reason, Wesley praises it while noting its limitations. 
In the sermon “Original Sin” he says reason, apart from revelation, teaches us about 
God. However, it does not tell us all we need to know. 
We had by nature no knowledge of God, no acquaintance with him. It is true, 
as soon as we came to the use of reason we learned “the invisible things of 
God, even his eternal power and godhead,” from “the things that are made.” 
From the things that are seen we inferred the existence of an eternal, powerful 
being that is not seen. But still, although we acknowledged his being, we had 
no acquaintance with him.30 
Further, reason also teaches us a general truth about God’s behavior. 
Wesley writes in “The Reward of the Righteous,” 

Reason alone will convince every fair inquirer that God “is a rewarder of 
them that diligently seek him.” This alone teaches him to say, “Doubtless there 
is a reward for the righteous; there is a God that judgeth the earth.” But how 
little information do we receive from unassisted reason touching the particulars 
contained in this general truth! As eye hath not seen, or ear heard, so neither 

27“The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” §1.6, ibid., 2:592. 
28§1.7, ibid. 
291.1, Jackson, 10:481. 


30§11.3, Works, 2:177. The reference is to Romans 1:20. 
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could it naturally enter into our heart to conceive, the circumstances of that 
awful day wherein God will judge the world. No information of this kind 
could be given but from the great Judge himself.3! 

Four points ought to be noted about the positive view of reason given in the 
examples above. First, there is an instrumental role that reason plays. It is necessary 
to understanding and communicating the Bible and the doctrines of Christianity. 
Without the ability of reason to understand the Scriptures, there would be no com- 
munication of God’s revelation. Good ministers will have the ability to reason well. 

Second, there is a substantive role that reason plays in daily life. The func- 
tions of different occupations depend on it as well as the whole of the arts and 
sciences. Reason on its own reaches conclusions in practical arts like medicine as 
well as bodies of knowledge like logic, mathematics, and metaphysics. 

Third, reason plays a substantive role in the area of religious knowledge. 
Wesley has here accepted some of the basic tenets of natural religion as proposed by 
the Deists. Unassisted reason teaches the existence of God and that God rewards 
people for their lives on earth. These are two of the five basic truths of natural reli- 
gion as expounded by Lord Herbert of Cherbury, a seventeenth-century philosopher 
whom some account the originator of Deism.32 

Fourth, in each of these cases, Wesley states some sort of limit on the pow- 
ers of unassisted reason. Five pages after saying a minister ought to reason well, 
Wesley says this ability is minor compared to the minister’s being animated by the 
grace of God.33 In the third example, he says we learn of God’s existence, but we 


lack “acquaintance with him.” We know God rewards people, but we actually have 


31§1, ibid., 3:400. References are to Hebrews 11:6 and Psalms 58:10. 


32The complete list is given in Gordon Rupp, Religion in England, 1688- 
1791 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1986), 261. 


3381.3, Jackson, 10:486. 
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very little information about that process. And the reason that enables us to under- 
stand the Scriptures is said to be “assisted by the Holy Ghost.” Wesley continues in 
the sermon “The Case of Reason Impartially Considered” to say that reason by itself 
cannot produce faith, hope or love, and thus cannot make us happy.** 

Wesley’s understanding of reason as a faculty of the human being is 
inevitably tied up with his anthropology of fallen humanity. For him, there is no 
doubt that Adam was a perfect creature. He speculates that Adam may not have 
reasoned before the Fall.35 However, a present understanding of the human being’s 
capacity to reason must take into account the effects of the Fall. All of Adam and 
Eve’s children inherit impaired faculties because of the first parents’ sin. 

Hence, at poar no child of man can at all times apprehend clearly, or judge 
truly. And where either the judgment or apprehension is wrong, it is impossi- 
ble to reason justly. Therefore, it is as natural for a man to mistake as to 
breathe; and he can no more live without the one than without the other.3¢ 

Thus, in The Doctrine of Orginal Sin, Wesley refers to human beings as if 
their capacity to reason is largely gone. 

And surely all our declamations on the strength of human reason, and 
the eminence of our virtues, are no more than the cant and jargon of pride and 
ignorance, so long as there is such a thing as war in the world. Men in general 
can nevet be allowed to be reasonable creatures, till they know not war any 
more. 


But later in the same treatise, he interprets Romans 2:14: 


3481.10, Works, 2:598. 


35“Farther Thoughts on Christian Perfection,” quoted in A Plain Account 
of Christian Perfection, §25, Jackson, 11:414-15. 


36Tbid., 415. 
37 The Doctrine of Orginal Sin, ibid., 9:223. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


92 

May not men have some reason left, which in some measure discerns good 

from evil, and yet be deeply fallen, even as to their understanding as well as 

their will and affections?** 

Wesley is generally skeptical about reason’s ability to know much about 

God. In the comment on the Romans passage, Wesley notes that such knowledge of 
God’s existence does not provide acquaintance with God. Further, the quotation 
from “The Reward of the Righteous” notes that reason could give no particulars of 
God’s rewards, and it was the particulars that were most important. Concerning the 
Doctrine of God in general, he writes, 

But in the tracing of this we can neither depend upon reason nor experiment. 

Whatsoever men know or can know concerning them, must be drawn from the 

oracles of God.39 
It seems then, that reason can discover certain general truths about God, but that 
for significant and particular understandings Wesley claims neither it nor experience 
can provide any new knowledge. We must rely on Scripture. He departs from the 
natural theology of the Anglican rationalists at an early point. Human beings know 
enough of God to recognize his existence, but not enough for a significant relation- 
ship with him. 

Seen in this light, it is not surprising that Wesley frequently advises people 

to refrain from dependence upon reason. Matthews takes note of this phenomenon, 


but fails to see its breadth in terms of the number of years Wesley held this view and 


the numbers and types of person to whom he expressed it. Forty places have been 


38Tbid., 293. 


39“Of the Gradual Improvement of Natural Philosophy,” §24, ibid., 13:487. 
The same point is made in a letter to Mary Bishop. February 7, 1778, Telford, 6:298. 


See Matthews, 173-83. 
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identified where Wesley specifically advises against reasoning or makes explicit refer- 
ence to the Devil reasoning.*! 

Between 1763 and 1789 he mentions the subject thirty-one times in corre- 
spondence with eighteen different men and women. Twenty-six of these usages are 
in letters written to women, and it is this that Matthews has correctly highlighted. In 
a typical letter, he writes to Miss March in 1764, 

But the most frequent cause of this second darkness or distress, I believe, is evil 
reasoning: by this, three in four of those who cast away their confidence are 
gradually induced so to do. And if this be the cause, is there any way to regain 
that deliverance but by resuming your confidence? And can you receive it 
unless you receive it freely, not of works, but by mere grace? This is the way: 
walk thou in it. Dare to believe! Look up and see thy Saviour near! When? 
to-morrow, or to-day? Nay, to-day hear His voice! At this time; at this place! 
Lord, speak; Thy servant heareth!42 
Three significant points in this letter must be noted. First, the wilderness state of 
doubt comes after justification. Of the forty references being analyzed, twenty-six 
can clearly be identified as referring to doubts that come after the experience of jus- 
tification and while the believer is striving for full salvation. In some of these cases, 
as Wesley notes in the letter to March, the crisis comes even after the believer has 
attained entire sanctification or “deliverance from sin.” These doubts often take the 
form of raising questions about the state of one’s soul and then seeking “rational” 
answers to them. In one case, Wesley urged guarding against “reasoning in that 
dangerous manner.”*3 

41The earliest usage in a publication is in 1733 in his Collection of Forms of 
Prayer, Jackson, 11:226. For another early usage, see his Journal, November 7, 
1739, Works, 19:120. The last occurrence in a published work comes in his Thoughts 
on a Single Life, §10, Jackson, 11:460, published in 1763. However, there are 
numerous references in his private correspondence, the last of which is in 1789. 

October 13, 1764, Telford, 4:270. 


4 August 31, 1784, ibid., 7:233. 
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The second point to be noted is that Wesley sees the cause of this wilderness 
state as being “evil reasoning.” The wilderness state is a significant problem among 
a large number of Methodist people. The majority of persons are “induced” into 
this state by evil reasoning. Although he does not refer to the devil in this letter, it is 
clear from other references that it is Satan who does the inducing. Wesley refers to 
him as the “subtle adversary,” the “old sophister” and the “old deceiver.” In fact, 
the whole question of the role of reason in this situation is not internal to the mind 
of the believer, but has the character of an external struggle. Three times he makes 
reference to the “reasoning devil.”45 Thirteen of the thirty-one usages mention the 
devil in some way whether it be a reference to the “reasoning devil” or to “reasoning 
with him [Satan].”46 Indeed, Wesley’s Journa/entry in 1739 includes a mention of 
Satan. Thus, a connection of the Devil with this abuse of reason is a frequent and 
long-lasting theme in Wesley’s writings. 

The third significant point about the March letter noted above is the pre- 
scription that Wesley gives for dealing with the problem. He characterizes it as a 
problem of confidence and the remedy is faith. “Dare to believe! Look up and see 
thy Saviour near! . . . to-day hear His voice!” Wesley frequently recommends belief 
to people who have trouble with evil reasoning, idle reasoning or Satan’s induce- 
ments to reason. 

Too o i 1 

45To Jane Hilton, July 22, 1766, Telford, 5:24, To Peggy Dale, February 8, 
1766, ibid., 4:321, and To Ann Bolton, April 15, 1771, ibid., 5:238. Matthews, 180 
has searched for the origin of the phrase “reasoning devil” in the works of Milton, 
Shakespeare, Blake, Bunyon, Cowper, Herbert, Dryden, and Pope with no results. 

46To William Minethorp, November 29, 1776, Telford, 6:241. 
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The question which is raised by all these negative references to reason is how 
Wesley, who has such good things to say about reason as an authority in religion, 
can warn off his readers from reasoning about important questions in their faith? 

The beginning of an answer comes in his Letter to the Right Reverend the 
Lord Bishop of Gloucester, where he distinguishes between reason itself and idle 
reasonings. He writes, 


But reason is good, though idle reasonings are evil. Nor does it follow that I 
am. an enemy to the one because I condemn the other.’ 


When Wesley says “to renounce reason is to renounce religion,” he has in 
mind reason that is rightly employed. Thus, idle reason might be understood as rea- 
son that has a flaw in it somewhere. Matthews is correct in his conclusion: 

Reason, in its three-fold functioning, depends at the outset on accurate 
perception or apprehension. If these people are not correctly apprehending 
their actual spiritual condition, then their judgments will be faulty, and conse- 
quently (and unsurprisingly) their reasoning can lead to nothing but trouble, 
since it rests on an maccurate or inadequate foundation. Hence, simplicity, 
humility, and trust are the remedies which Wesley repeatedly stresses for these 
“wandering thoughts” and temptations... .49 

Thus, we see that Wesley has a balanced view of reason’s competence and 
limits. On the one side, he acknowledges the importance of reason as a tool in every 
day life and human knowledge generally. It is even necessary in religious matters, 
and he sees true religion and reason correctly employed as a unity. Wesley is always 
seeking a rational explanation of the world. 

On the other side, Wesley sets clear limits to what reason can accomplish on 


its own. It cannot produce the most important virtues-faith, hope and love, and 


4151.43, Works, 11:502. 
48To Dr. Rutherforth, March 28, 1768, §111.4, ibid., 9:382. 
49Matthews, 178-79. 
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thus cannot lead an individual to salvation. It cannot give more than a superficial 
knowledge of God. For all these things, an acquaintance with the Bible is necessary. 
Reason thus becomes a tool that is subordinate to Scripture. 

Further, like all human capacities, reason has been disfigured since the Fall. 
Not all human reasoning is done correctly, and the capacity to reason improperly 
leads many people to false conclusions which are spiritually dangerous. Thus, rea- 
son as a faculty is susceptible to abuse. Reason properly employed is part of God’s 


creation of humanity in God’s own image. 


Scripture and Reason as Joint Authorities 
Wesley’s understanding that Scripture and reason, when properly employed, 
warrant the same conclusions is manifested in a number of places where Wesley 
appeals to both as joint warrants for his views. In A Farther Appeal he writes, 
Miracles therefore are quite needless in such a case. Nor are they so 
conclusive a proof as you imagine. If a man could and did work them in 
defence of any doctrine, yet this would not supersede other proof. For there 
may be répata yevdous, “lying wonders,” miracles wrought in support of 
falsehood. Still therefore his doctrine would remain to be proved from the 
proper topics of Scripture and reason. And those even without miracles are 
sufficient. But miracles without these are not. Accordingly our Saviour and all 
his apostles, in the midst of their greatest miracles, never failed to prove every 
doctrine they taught by clear Scripture and cogent reason. 
In at least three other places he stated that the Methodists prove all their doctrines 
from Scripture and reason. In a letter to the Editor of the London Magazine he 


wrote, the Methodists 


follow no ignis fatuus, but “search the Scriptures freely and impartially.” And 
hence their “doctrines are not the dogmas of particular men,” but are all war- 
ranted by Scripture and reason.°! 


5 Farther Appeal, Part III § 111.29, Works, 11:311. 
+I December 12, 1760, Telford, 4:124. See also ibid., 5:247. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


97 


This same formula is found slightly altered in two places. In both of them he notes 
that antiquity is also used “if needed.” In A Farther Appeal, Part IIT he writes, 


We prove the doctrines we preach by Scripture and reason; and, if need be, by 
antiquity.>2 


In the published Letter to the Author of The Enthusiasm of Methodists and Papists 
Compared (i.e., Bishop Lavington), he writes, 
“Here we have,” say you, “the true spirit and very essence of enthusiasm, 
. .. Which sets men above carnal reasoning, and all conviction of plain Scrip- 
ture.” It may, or may not; that is nothing to me. I am not above either reason 
or Scripture. To either of these I am ready to submit. But I cannot receive 
scurrilous invective instead of Scripture; nor pay the same regard to low 
buffoonery as to clear and cogent reasons.°*3 
The combination of the adjectives “scriptural” and “ rational” used in 
approbation of a position or person shows the way in which these two criteria func- 
tioned together in Wesley’s thought.*4 In the sermon “The Danger of Increasing 
Riches,” he asks, “And if you have not children, upon what scriptural or rational 
principle can you leave a groat behind you more than will bury you?”55 While this 
was written in 1790, the same use shows up in 1769. In a letter to Mary Bishop 
Wesley writes, “We have but one point in view-to be a/together Christians, 
scriptural, rational Christians.”5¢ 
The question is what to make of these intertwined references to Scripture 
and reason. In the various citations given above, four points deserve mention. First, 
52A Farther Appeal, Part IIT, §111.28, Works, 11:310. See also The Principles 
of a Methodist Farther Explained, §V.1 ibid., 9:220 and a letter to the Editor of 
Lloyd’s Evening Post, November 17, 1760, Telford, 4:111. 
53§22, Works, 11:370. 
54Cf. the letter to Freeborn Garrettson, January 24, 1789, Telford, 8:112. 
$5811.17, Works, 4:186. 


+**November 5, 1769, Telford, 5:154. 
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Wesley speaks of Scripture and reason without specifying the precise relation 
between the two. He does not qualify the phrase at all, but urges them as joint 
authorities whose conclusions are the same. It is obvious here that Wesley does not 
sense any divergence between the claims of reason and those of Scripture. He has 
dismissed the Deistic critique of prophecy fulfillment, he has ignored Hume’s criti- 
cism of miracles, and he does not yet understand that scientific conclusions bring the 
biblical world picture into serious question. Wesley fails to meet these critical ques- 
tions with sustained argument. 

One of the key biblical texts in this regard is Joshua 10:12, interpreted in 
light of the astronomical conclusions commonly accepted in his day. The work of 
Isaac Newton crowned one hundred and sixty years of research and theorizing by 
Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo. The heliocentric conception of the solar system was 
now fully accepted by educated persons in England. Joshua 10:12, where God 
makes the sun stand still for the Hebrews’ battle appears to be a direct contradiction 
of the new science. Wesley’s exegesis of this passage raises no questions about the 
heliocentric theory. His concern is to assert that the miracle truly did take place as 
“a deviation from the general laws of nature.”57 In the sermon “Spiritual Worship” 
Wesley accepts the new cosmology and acknowledges that the proper view is that the 


earth and other planets move around the sun.*8 In the sermon “On the Trinity” he 


57“Qn Divine Providence,” §20, Works, 2:545. 


5851.6, ibid., 3:92-93. His argument with Newton is that inert matter cannot 
exert a force like gravity. Rather, he suggests, God must be the prime mover. While 
he favors Hutchinson’s idea of a “subtle matter” which impels things toward each 
other, his main concern is that God be seen as the prime mover. 
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points out the conflicts between the various cosmological theories and argues that 
we do not really know why the planets behave the way they do.°9 

In his Survey of the Wisdom of God in Creation,© Wesley discusses differ- 
ent astronomical systems and concludes that Newton “like a mighty umpire, laid 
down the laws of nature and of motion, and by comparing all the phenomena of the 
heavens, found out the true system of the universe, and confirmed the Copernican 
system.”6! In a very significant paragraph several pages later, he deals with scriptural 


objections to the new science. 


As for those scriptural expressions which seem to contradict the earth’s 
motion, this general answer may be made to them all, that, the scriptures were 
never intended to instruct us in philosophy, or astronomy; and therefore, on 
those subjects, expressions are not always to be taken in the literal sense, but 
for the most part, as accommodated to the common apprehension of mankind. 
Men of sense, in all ages, when not treating of the science purposely, have used 
common language, and it would be absurd to adopt any other, in addressing 
the majority of mankind.@ 


Wesley did not always agree with Newton, however. He agrees with Hutchinson 
that matter is inert and must be “impelled” by the “ether,” with God as the first 


mover. 


59§§7, 10, ibid., 2:379-80, 381-82. 


“John Wesley, A Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation: Or A 
Compendium of. eink toler kl yy. 2 vols. Third American ed., rev. and enlarged 
with notes by B. Mayo, New York: Banks and Mason, 1823. In citing Wesley’s 
opinions from this work, there is a danger of confusing Wesley’s original writin 
with material that was borrowed from John Francis Buddaeus. Until a scholarly 
edition is published that can sort out which is which, the danger will remain. 
However, in the preface to this work Wesley says he has altered almost every section 
and now believes it to be “not only pure, containing nothing false or uncertain; but 
Y alas any tract can be expected to be.” Preface, vol. 1, p. iv. See also Jackson, 


6iIbid., part 5, ch. 2, 2:112. 
®2Tbid., 2:139. 
63“Spiritual Worship,” §1.6, Works, 3:93. 
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The significance of this passage, and others like it, lies not in whether Wesley 
agreed with Newton or Hutchinson or some other natural philosopher. The signifi- 
cance lies in the fact that for Wesley, scientific truth about the heavens is not 
dependent on scriptural authority. Further, in the places where Scripture makes 
claims about the world that science has disproved, it is Scripture that is to be reinter- 
preted in a non-literal manner. 

Second, in the selection from A Farther Appeal, Part IM, Wesley suggests 
that even Christ and the apostles always used Scripture and reason to prove their 
doctrines. This claim comes in the midst of an argument that Scripture and reason 
are the appropriate authorities for doctrine, and not miracles. Nevertheless, it is 
surprising that Wesley would claim that Christ himself always used the Old Testa- 
ment and reason. In his first sermon “Upon our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount” 
Wesley extols the personal authority with which Christ speaks. Christ preaching 
there is “ó ðv, the being of beings, Jehovah, the self-existent, the supreme, the God 
who is over all, blessed for ever!”65 His claim that Christ always used Scripture and 
reason must be seen as a measure of how strongly he viewed the importance of these 
two authorities in formulating Christian doctrine. 

Third, the two occasions® where Wesley mentions antiquity along with 
Scripture and reason as warrants for doctrine point to a more complex understand- 


ing of authority than the simple formula “Scripture and reason.” It is true that he 


644 Farther Appeal, Part II, §{11.29, ibid., 11:311. 
65§9, ibid., 1:474 


66A Farther Appeal, Part IIT, ȘIII.28, ibid., 11:310; and The Principles of a 
Methodist Farther Explained, §V.7, ibid., 9:220. 
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qualified the appeal to antiquity by saying it would be used only if needed, but 
clearly it has a role to play as well. This will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Fourth, Wesley occasionally uses the formulation “Scripture or reason.” In 
his response to Bishop Lavington he noted that “to either of these I am ready to 
submit.”67 In the letter to Freeborn Garrettson, he seeks to follow “plain Scripture 
or plain reason.”® Most of the time Wesley cites “Scripture and reason” as if they 
held some sort of joint authority. In the letter to Mary Bishop, he joins the adjec- 
tives “scriptural” and “rational” to describe the same thing-genuine Christianity.© 
When the disjunctive “or” is used, it appears that either one alone is sufficient. Are 
Scripture and reason mutually dependent or mutually independent authorities? 

The best answer is that for Wesley, Scripture and reason form a type of joint 
authority and are thus mutually dependent. Scripture rightly interpreted is emi- 
nently reasonable. The doctrine it teaches is in accordance with the dictates of 
reason so far as it goes. Reason is limited, and is dependent on revelation for much 
of its data. But the data it gets there does not violate what it already knows. Thus, 
reason and Scripture are two parts of one locus of authority. 

Yet, the precise relation of these parts needs to be described. There are two 
ways in which reason relates to Scripture that have not been covered in our analysis 
so far: the role of reason as a supplement to Scripture, and as interpreter of 
Scripture. 

67 Letter to the Author of “The Enthusiasm of Methodists and Papists 
Compared, ”’§21, ibid., 11:370. 

S8January 24, 1789, Telford, 8:112. 

November 5, 1769, ibid., 5:154. 
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The role of reason as supplement to Scripture arises because there are places 
where Scripture does not give sufficiently detailed commandments and reason must 
be employed. In his Plain Account of the People Called Methodists, he defends the 
structure of societies and classes against objections that had been raised. He writes, 

Another objection was, “There is no scripture for this, for classes and I 
know not what.” I answer, (1.) There is no scripture against it. You cannot 
show one text that forbids them. (2.) There is much scripture for it, even all 
those texts which enjoin the substance of those various duties whereof this is 
only an indifferent circumstance, to be determined by reason and experience. 
(3.) You seem not to have observed, that the Scripture, in most points, gives 
only general rules; and leaves the particular circumstances to be adjusted by 
the common sense of mankind.” 

In these cases, reason supplements Scripture by applying its general principles to 
particular situations which it has not foreseen. In the sermon “The Nature of 
Enthusiasm,” he asks the hypothetical question whether marriage for a particular 
man is according to the will of God for him. The Scriptural principle is “The will of 
God is our sanctification.” Wesley then suggests that the person ascertain whether 
marriage will further his sanctification or not. That is a matter of judgment that is 
best left to reason to decide.”! Thus, where Scripture is not specific in giving guid- 
ance, reason and experience are permitted to find the right way to implement the 
general guidance that Scripture does give. 

The supplementation of Scripture by reason does not call into question the 
former’s sufficiency. Scripture’s sufficiency in matters of faith and practice is taken 
care of by the statement of its principles. It need not, and could not, give specific 
guidelines for every situation. It is the role of reason to bridge the gap between the 


general rule and the particular situation. 


70§10, Jackson, 8:254-55. 
11823-26, Works, 2:54-55. 
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Reason functions in the interpretation of Scripture in two ways. First, 
reason is essential for understanding what the Scripture says at all. We reason about 
ideas and interpret what other people say, and this kind of reason is necessary simply 
to come in contact with the message the Bible is trying to communicate. He writes, 

Now of what excellent use is reason if we would either understand our- 
selves, or explain to others, those living oracles! . . . Is it not reason (assisted by 
the Holy Ghost) which enables us to understand what the Holy Scriptures 
declare concerning the being and attributes of God? Concerning his eternity 
and immensity, his power, wisdom, and holiness? It is by reason that God 
enables us in some measure to comprehend his method of dealing with the 
children of men; the nature of his various dispensations, of the Old and New 
Covenant, of the law and the gospel. It is by this we understand (his Spirit 
opening and enlightening the eyes of our understanding) what that repentance 
is, not to be repented of; what is that faith whereby we are saved; what is the 
nature and the condition of justification; what are the immediate and what the 
subsequent fruits of it. By reason we learn what is that new birth, without 
which we cannot enter into the kingdom of heaven, and what that holiness is, 
without which no man shall see the Lord. By the due use of reason we come to 
know what are the tempers implied in inward holiness, and what it is to be 
outwardly holy, holy in all manner of conversation—in other words, what is the 
mind that was in Christ, and what it is to walk as Christ walked.72 

Here Wesley is making the basic point frequently made in the history of 
Biblical interpretation, that reasoning ability is necessary even to understand what 
Scripture is teaching. The Protestant scholastics distinguished between this form of 
reason which they called “organic or instrumental’ and the “norma/use of philo- 
sophical principles, when they are regarded as principles by which supernatural doc- 
trines are to be tested. The former we admit, the Jatter we repudiate.”?3 As they 
affirmed the former, so does Wesley, arguing that it is a gift from God of which we 
are to make use. In fact, this is an acknowledgement that in doing theology—or 


preaching or even talking about Christian faith-a process of reasoning is involved. 


72“The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” §1.6, ibid., 2:592. 
John Andrew Quenstedt, quoted in Schmid, 36. 
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What is also significant in the above quote is the role of the Holy Spirit in 
guiding and directing human reason. The role of the Holy Spirit in Wesley’s thought 
is hard to describe precisely. One of the Spirit’s functions referred to several times is 
to guide the believer. This extends to a relationship with reason as well. His version 
of what a Christian character looks like includes the following relations within the 
person: 

This implies not only a power over anger, but over all violent and turbulent 
passions, It implies the having all our passions in due proportion; none of 
them either too strong or too weak, but all duly balanced with each other, all 
subordinate to reason; and reason directed by the spirit of God.”4 
This implies that the Spirit and reason are cooperating in a hierarchical fashion, with 
the Spirit’s influence being determinative. 

Another aspect of the Holy Spirit’s work with reason is to enlighten it. Ina 

letter to Miss March in 1768 Wesley writes, 
We are reasonable creatures, and undoubtedly reason is the candle of the 
Lord. By enlightening our reason to see the meaning of the Scriptures, the 
Holy Spirit makes our way plain before us.75 
All of this leads to the general statements which place reason and the Holy Spirit 
together in guiding the life and faith of believers. In a letter to “John Smith,” he 
writes, “T entirely agree with you, that the children of light walk by the joint light of 
reason, Scripture, and the Holy Ghost.”76 

Reason’s second function in the interpretation of Scripture is to determine 

when there is an absurdity in Scripture. In “The Love of God,” an early sermon, 


Wesley writes, 
74“Of the Church,” §11.24, Works, 3:54. 


July 5, 1768, Telford, 5:96. 
7éSeptember 28, 1745, §14, Works, 26:158. 
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Tis true, if the literal sense of these Scriptures were absurd, and appar- 

ently contrary to reason, then we should be obliged not to interpret them 

according to the letter, but to look out for a looser meaning.” 
This principle of interpretation was one Wesley held during all of his ministry. His 
1785 sermon “Of the Church” says plainly, “it is a stated rule in interpreting Scrip- 
ture never to depart from the plain, literal sense, unless it implies an absurdity.”78 
The implications of this rule for Wesley’s hermeneutics will be discussed in chapter 
five. 

The point here is to ask what constitutes an absurdity and how is that 
judgment made? We have already seen above that Wesley regards the Ptolomaic 
cosmology of the world as an absurdity. Biblical verses that imply such a cosmology 
must be reinterpreted in a non-literal way because of that. It is reason based on 
experience that must make the judgment about whether something is absurd or not. 
This gives reason a role in interpreting Scripture. Conceivably, Wesley is prepared to 
adjust many things in the scripture to modern scientific discoveries. 

To apply this principle Wesley utilizes the concept of things “contrary to 
reason” that can be found in other eighteenth-century discussions of Scriptural 
authority. John Locke suggests three categories for adjudicating the claims of faith: 
above, contrary to, and according to reason.’ The crucial point about the relation 
between revelation and reason is that no direct revelation can be contrary to reason. 
Traditional revelation, or the relating in words of the original experience, carries 
Sabbath, MEI a A For another early statement of this rule, see also “On the 

7881.12, ibid., 3:50. 


__. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter H. 
Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon, 1975) 687, IV:xvii:23. 
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even less weight when it contradicts our reason.®° Locke summarizes his position by 
saying, “Reason must be our last judge and guide in every thing.”®! Anthony Collins 
went beyond Locke when he argued that reason requires not only the credibility of 
the person giving the testimony, but that the content be credible as well.®2 Collins 
built on this argument to reject Locke’s category of propositions above reason. 
Because there is no category of revelation whose content is beyond human judg- 
ment, all ideas must either agree or disagree. Thus, 
all Propositions consider’d as Objects of Assent or Dissent, are adequately 
divided into Propositions agreeable or contrary to Reason; and there remains 
no third Idea under which to rank them... .33 
He continues by arguing that the category of “above reason” is used by divines to 
hide doctrines which are really contrary to reason.*4 
However, it should be noted that Wesley nowhere uses a concept of things 
“above reason.” For every question which Locke would have put in that category, 
Wesley would have seen it as “according to reason.” Reason is not competent to 
adjudicate matters of faith, and the only reasonable course is to submit to Scripture’s 
authority in those matters. Whereas Locke judges the resurrection of the dead to be 
a matter “above reason,” Wesley sees it as the only reasonable belief in light of Scrip- 


tural testimony.® 


80Tbid., 693, IV:xviii:6. 
81]bid., 704, IV:xix:14. 


; ®2Collins, An Essay Concerning the Use of Reason in Propositions, The 
Evidence Whereof Depends upon Human Testimony, reprint, (New York and 
London: Garland, 1984), 8. 


Collins, Use of Reason, 24-25. 
Ibid., 38. 
85See Locke, Essay, 694, IV:xviii:7. 
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Thus, reason’s ability to discover an absurdity in Scripture is limited to two 
specific areas. First, matters of fact to which experience and natural science can tes- 
tify can supersede the literal sense of Scripture. Second, where the Scripture appears 
to contradict itself, reason sees the conflict and determines that it must be resolved. 


Outside of these two areas, reason is not allowed to contradict the Bible. 


Scripture and Christian Antiquity 

For Wesley, Christian antiquity ranked third in importance among the five 
sources of authority. He would often say that doctrines should be proved by Scrip- 
ture and reason, and by antiquity if need be. This is not the same as an appeal to the 
whole of Christian tradition. Wesley learned from the Non-jurors that there had 
been a pristine age of Christianity where the faith and practice of Christians had not 
yet been corrupted. Reference to that age as a model would guide him at many 
points throughout his life. 

Ted Campbell has noted that “Wesley appears to have used the term 
[Christian antiquity] as a straightforward designation of Christianity in the ancient 
world, inclusive of the scriptural age, although it often denoted the post-canonical 
age alone.” His terminology varied, sometimes using “primitive” in phrases such as 
“primitive church,” “primitive Christianity” or “primitive Fathers.”86 “Primitive” 
carried connotations of simplicity and purity. Wesley believed that there was a 
period when Christianity was pure and simple. George Boas defines primitivism in 
its chronological form as the cluster of ideas which 

maintains that the earliest stage of human history was the best, that the earliest 


period of national, religious, artistic, or in fact any strand of history was better 
than the periods that have followed, that childhood is better than maturity. In 


86Campbell, “Conceptions and Use,” 149. 
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short, it argues that to discover the best stage of any historical series one must 
return to its origin.®’ 


On this definition, Wesley joins the many other Christians who saw Christianity at 
its best in its first centuries. 

Theodore Bozeman argues that biblicist “primitivism” was also characteris- 
tic of the Puritans. It was one of three interlinked agendas defining the content of 
Puritan dissent.?8 However, Bozeman notes that Puritan thought from the 1580’s 
onward tended to minimize patristic jurisdiction. He argues that the primitivist 
appeal was agreed upon by both Puritan and Anglican. They differed in the scope of 
the ideal period to which appeal could justifiably be made. Baxter exemplifies this. 
Against a Catholic position that the unanimous testimony of the Fathers is authori- 
tative, Baxter argues that they “never unanimously consented in any exposition of 
the greatest part of the Scriptures at all.” “The chief use of the Fathers is to know 
Historically what Doctrine was then taught.”9? Quotations from the Fathers fre- 
quently appear in the margins of his works, but he says that he used them “both for 
the sweetness of the matter [of their writings] as also to free my self from the charge 
of singularity.”9! 


87Wiener, Philip P. Dictionary of the History of Ideas: Studies of Selected 
res Ideas, (New York: Scribners, 1968-74), s.v. “Primitivism,” by George Boas, 


8’Theodore Dwight Bozeman, To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist 
Dimension in Puritanism, (Chapel Hill, NC and London: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1988), 9. 


8Tbid., 29. He quotes Thomas Cartwright as saying, “those that came 
nearest unto the apostles times, because they were nearest the light, did see best.” 


Geoffrey F. Nuttall, Richard Baxter(London: Nelson, 1965), 124. 


Richard Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, 7th ed., (London: Thomas 
Underhill and Francis Tyton, 1658), [14]. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


109 


On this issue, Wesley clearly sided more with the Anglicans than the Puri- 
tans. However, the duration of that period was a question about which Wesley 
changed his mind during his career. 

Wesley’s development on this issue can be traced. During the years 1732-35 
he was influenced strongly by the Nonjuror movement through his friendship with 
John Clayton. The Nonjurors had a very high regard for the primitive church, and 
their influence is seen in the memo he wrote to himself on January 25, 1738. He 
writes, 

But it was not long before Providence brought me to those who showed 
me a sure rule for interpreting Scripture, viz., consensus veterum- “quod ab 
omnibus, quod ubique, quod semper creditum.” At the same time they suffi- 


ae upon a due regard to the One Church at all times and in all 
places. 


However, the high view that he held in 1735 was modified while he was in 
Georgia. Indeed, part of his trouble with the colonists there can be traced to his 
enthusiasm for applying the Apostolic Canons, of which they had never heard 
before.’ His failure there as well as his reading convinced him to alter his perspec- 
tive. In his Journa/ for September 13, 1736 he writes, 

I began reading, with Mr. Delamotte, Bishop Beveridge’s Pandectae 
canonum conciliorum. Nothing could so effectually have convinced us that 
both particular and “general councils may err, and have erred”; and that 
“things ordained by them as necessary to salvation have neither strength nor 
authority unless they be taken out of Holy Scripture.”% 


The memo to himself written January 25, 1738 continues, 


Footnote 95, Journal, January 25, 1738, Works, 18:212-13. 

See Journal for February 21, 1736, ibid., 18:150, where he writes, “Mary 
Welch, aged eleven days, was baptized according to the custom of the first church 
and the rule of the Church of England, by immersion. The child was ill then, but 
recovered from that hour.” 


4Tbid., 171. 
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Nor was it long before I bent the bow too far the other way: (1) by making 
antiquity a co-ordinate (rather than subordinate) rule with Scripture; (2) by 
admitting several doubtful writings as undoubted evidences of antiquity; (3) 
by extending antiquity too far, even to the middle or end of the fourth century; 
(4) by believing more practices to have been universal in the ancient Church 
than ever were so; (5) by not considering that the decrees of one provincial 
synod could bind only that province, and the decrees of a general synod only 
those provinces whose representatives met therein; (6) by not considering that 
most of those decrees were adapted to particular times and occasions, and con- 
sequently when those occasions ceased, must cease to bind even those 
provinces.95 


Wesley’s respect for the ancient church was further battered as he discov- 
ered that it was neither as pure nor as unified as he had thought. In his sermon, “A 
Caution Against Bigotry” he writes in 1750, 
There was a time when all Christians were of one mind, as well as of one heart. 
So great grace was upon them all when they were first filled with the Holy 
Ghost. But how short a space did this blessing continue! How soon was that 
unanimity lost, and difference of opinion sprang up again, even in the church 
of Christ! And that not in nominal but in real Christians; nay, in the very chief 
of them, the apostles themselves! Nor does it appear that the difference which 
then began was ever entirely removed. We do not find that even those pillars 
in the temple of God, so long as they remained upon earth, were ever brought 
to think alike, to be of one mind, particularly with regard to the ceremonia 
law.’ i 
In 1738 Wesley was prepared to acknowledge that the age of the pure church did not 
extend into the fourth century. By 1750 he acknowledges that problems arose even 
in the days of the apostles. In his note on II Thessalonians 2:3, written in 1755, he 
suggests that the falling away from the pure faith of the gospel “began even in the 
apostolic age.”97 
Wesley’s conception of the purity of the early church is one of gradual 
decline. He begins with the New Testament and notes the doctrinal and moral 


problems already in evidence there. In the 1787 sermon “On Attending the Church 


Tbid., 213. 
S6§1T.3, ibid., 2:69-70. 
97 Notes, 2 Thessalonians 2:3. 
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Service” he says that the unity of the primitive church exemplified at Pentecost lasted 
only a short time. “How soon did “the fine gold become dim?” He continues, 

Thus did “the mystery of iniquity” begin to “work” in the ministers as 
well as the people, even before the end of the apostolic age. But how much 
more powerfully did it work as soon as those master-builders, the apostles, 
were taken out of the way! Both ministers and people were then farther and 
farther removed from the hope of the gospel. . . . But the corruption which had 
been creeping in drop by drop during the second and third century, in the 
beginning of the fourth, when Constantine called himself a Christian, poured 
in upon the church with a full tide.’ 

Note that the decline is gradual, with a distinct dividing line at the accession 
of Constantine. This dividing line explains his strong preference for the authority of 
the Ante-Nicene Fathers.’ But Wesley is not precise in cutting off the age of purity 
with the rise of Constantine. In his sermon at the opening of the New Chapel on 
City Road, he includes certain Post-Nicene Fathers. He writes, 

This is the religion of the primitive Church, of the whole church in the 
purest ages. It is clearly expressed even in the small remains of Clemens 
Romanus, Ignatius, and Polycarp. It is seen more at large in the writings of 
Tertullian, Origen, Clemens Alexandrinus, and Cyprian. And even in the 
fourth century it was found in the works of Chrysostom, Basil, Ephrem Syrus, 
and Macarius.! 

Wesley’s concept of Christian antiquity is fundamentally flawed. There is 
an essential ambivalence that stems from two convictions which Wesley knew to be 
mutually contradictory. The first conviction, learned from the Nonjurors, was that 
the primitive church was pure and ought to serve as a model for later ages. The sec- 
ond conviction, learned through study and further reading, is that the “mystery of 

98§14, Works, 3:469-70. See especially “The Mystery of Iniquity”§23-24, 28, 
ibid., 2:460-61, 464; but also “Thoughts Upon a Late Phenomenon,” ibid., 9:534-7; 

“The Wisdom of God’s Counsels,” §8, ibid., 2:555; Notes, Acts 6:1; “Prophets and 
Priests,” §8, Works, 4:77; and The Advantage of the Members of the Church of 
England, §12, Jackson, 10:137. See also Campbell, “Conceptions and Use,” 157-58. 

Letter to Joseph Benson, February 22, 1782, Telford, 7:106. 


100“On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,” §11.3, Works, 3:586. 
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iniquity” invaded the church even in apostolic times and gradually grew until very 
few real Christians were left. Note here that Scripture is necessary for determining 
what the “primitive age” is. Wesley has no precise definition of a pure age of Chris- 
tianity and no credible way to reach such a definition. Since Wesley is unwilling to 
say that everything done in the apostolic age or any other defined period of time is 
authoritative on its own, Christian antiquity as a source of doctrine and practice is 
dependent upon Scripture. 

As one pushes Wesley’s view of Christian antiquity, it becomes clear that 
certain authors in certain time periods are judged to be primitive because they pre- 
serve a “scriptural” approach to Christian life and doctrine. It is only the truly 
Scriptural elements of those purer ages that are authoritative. 

Nevertheless, Wesley is convinced that primitive Christianity is authorita- 
tive. Despite the problem of definition, Wesley is convinced that the early centuries 
of Christianity were in fact more Scriptural and therefore should function as an 
authority for modern Christianity. He understood antiquity to have three functions 
as an authority for faith and practice. First, antiquity functions as a warrant for 
theological arguments. Wesley goes so far as to call the Fathers “inspired” in his 
Preface to the “Epistles of the Apostolical Fathers.” This volume of A Christian Li- 
brary, published in 1749, included the writings of Clement, Ignatius and Polycarp. 
Wesley writes, 

... we cannot with any reason doubt of what they deliver to us as the Gospel 
of Christ; but ought to receive it, though not with equal veneration, yet with 


only little less regard than we do the sacred writings of those who were their 
masters and instructors. . .. 

The plain inference is, not only that they were not mistaken in their in- 
terpretations of the Gospel of Christ; but that in all the necessary parts of it, 
they were so assisted by the Holy Ghost, as to be scarce capable of mistaking. 
Consequently, we are to look on their writings, though not of equal authority 
with the holy Scriptures, (because neither were the authors of them called in so 
extraordinary a way to the writing them, nor endued with so large a portion of 
the blessed Spirit,) yet as worthy of a much greater respect than any 
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composures which have been made since; however men have afterwards 
written with more art, and a greater stock of human learning, than is to be 
found not only in the following pieces but in the New Testament itself.1°! 


In his 1755 letter to Richard Tompson he refers to “the whole Christian 
Church in the first centuries.”!02 In his sermon “On Laying the Foundation of the 
New Chapel” he even defines the primitive church as “the whole Church in the 
purest ages.” 103 

The second part of antiquity’s authority is with regard to practice. He 
writes to his Moravian friend James Hutton, 


And the primitive church may thus far at least be reverenced, as faithfully 
delivering down for two or three hundred years the discipline which they 
received from the apostles, and thfe apostles] from Christ.!% 


Wesley found that the primitive church had genuine Christians in it, and he valued it 
for this reason, as he explains in his 1749 letter to Conyers Middleton: 


All this [being mistaken and holding indefensible opinions] may be 
allowed concerning the primitive Fathers; I mean particularly Clemens 
Romanus, Ignatius, Polycarp, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Origen, Clemens 
Alexandrinus, Cyprian; to whom I would add Macarius and Ephraim Syrus. 

I allow that some of these had not strong natural sense, that few of them 
had much learning, and none the assistances which our age enjoys in some 
respects above all that went before. 

Hence I doubt not but whoever will be at the pains of reading over their 
writings for that poor end, will find many mistakes, many weak suppositions, 
and many ill-drawn conclusions. 

And yet I exceedingly reverence them, as well as their writings, and 
esteem them very highly in love. I reverence them, because they were 
Christians, such Christians as are above described. And I reverence their 


101§]7.3, 11, Jackson, 14:224-25. 

102July 25, 1755, Works, 26:575. 

103817.3, ibid., 3:586. 

14November 27, 1738, ibid., 25:593. The material in brackets is supplied by 


the editors of the Bicentennial Edition of Wesley Works, as a conjecture where the 
manuscript is unclear. 
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writings, because they describe true, genuine Christianity, and direct us to the 
strongest evidence of the Christian doctrine. !5 


Wesley admits freely that there are shortcomings in the Fathers. Yet, the shortcom- 
ings he admits are literary and intellectual, not moral or religious. He argues that 
one should not read them as good literature, but as those who point the way to 
genuine Christianity. 

Third, antiquity serves as an interpreter of Scripture. Wesley specifies that 
the fathers of the primitive church are the best interpreters of Scripture. It functions 
as a check to our own interpretations of Scripture, thus helping to prevent interpre- 
tation of Scripture into our own image. In his 1740 letter to Zinzendorf, he charges, 

Fifthly, you receive not the ancients but the modern mystics as the best 
interpreters of Scripture; and in conformity to these you mix much of man’s 
wisdom with the wisdom of God.!06 

This fits with Wesley’s self-understanding while in Georgia. There he says, 
Our common way of living was this: from four in the morning till five each of 
us used private prayer. From five to seven we read the Bible together, carefully 
comparing it (that we might not lean to our own understandings) with the 
writings of the earliest ages. 107 

In the correspondence with “John Smith” he appeals to “Scripture, as inter- 
preted by the writers of the earliest Christian church.”!8 Sometimes, the correct 
interpretation of Scripture is said to come from both the primitive church and the 
Church of England. In his Short History of Methodism, he writes about the Oxford 
Methodists, 


But they observed neither these [the university statutes] nor anything else any 
further than they conceived it was bound upon them by their one book, the 
1054 Letter to the Rev. Dr. Conyers Middleton, §II1.11-12, Jackson, 10:79. 
106August 5-8, 1740, §V.14, Works, 26:29. 
107 Journal, October 21, 1735, ibid., 18:138. 
108June 25, 1746, §9, ibid., 26:203. 
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Bible, it being their one desire and design to be downright Bible- 

Christians-taking the Bible, as interpreted by the primitive Church and our 

own, for their whole and sole rule.!® 

However, it is important to understand the relationship between antiquity 

and Scripture. Wesley’s clear understanding is that the primitive church, like all 
other parts of tradition and all other authorities, is subordinate to Scripture. As 
early as 1736 Wesley had affirmed his commitment to Scripture over the primitive 
church.!!0 His 1782 letter to Joseph Benson makes the same clear point: 


I regard no authorities but those of the Ante-Nicene Fathers; nor any of them 
in opposition to Scripture. 


Even his citations of antiquity as an authority for a position sometimes show its 
lower status than Scripture and reason. In Part III of the Farther Appeal, he writes, 
What is it you would have us prove by miracles? That the doctrines we 

preach are true? This is not the way to prove that~as our first Reformers 
replied to those of the Church of Rome who, you may probably remember, 
were continually urging them with this very demand. We prove the doctrines 
we preach by Scripture and reason; and, if need be, by antiquity.!2 

His 1749 letter to Conyers Middleton makes clear that the primitive church is 

valuable, but still subordinate to Scripture. He writes, 
The esteeming the writings of the first three centuries, not equally with, but 
next to, the Scriptures, never carried any man yet into dangerous errors, nor 
probably ever will.1!3 


Where antiquity is unnecessary for the argument, it is superfluous and can be 


ignored.!14 


1086, Works, 9:368. 
110 Journal, September 13, 1736, ibid., 18:171. 
February 22, 1782, Telford, 7:106. 


u2S1J1.28, Works, 11:310. Cf. The Principles of a Methodist Farther 
Explained, §V.7, Works, 9:220. 
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Arguments from antiquity are not only unnecessary, they are sometimes 
unreliable. In his letter to Conyers Middleton, he admits that some of the fathers 
erred, but that does not mean all of them were wrong. He writes, 

I grant, in three or four opinions, some (though not all) of these [early church 
Fathers] were mistaken, as well as those two. But this by no means proves that 
they were all knaves together; or that if Justin Martyr or Irenaeus speaks 
wrong, I am therefore to give no credit to the evidence of Theophilus or 
Minutius Felix.!!5 
This unreliability means that Christian antiquity cannot be trusted as a whole. In 
The Advantage of the Members of the Church of England, written in 1753, he 
writes, 

As to the Fathers and Councils, we cannot but observe, that in an 
hundred instances they contradict one another: Consequently, they can no 
more be a rule of faith to us, than the Papal decrees, which are not grounded 
on Scripture.!16 

By “rule of faith” Wesley is talking about the absolute standard of Christian teach- 
ing. Against the Roman Catholics, he argues that only Scripture can be such a rule, 
and that the primitive church, however helpful in interpreting Scripture and as a 
model for how to implement Scriptural practices, must remain subservient to the 
Scripture as a rule for doctrine and practice. 

How could Wesley have said what he did about the Fathers’ being 
“inspired” and yet making mistakes, about their being the best interpreters of Scrip- 
ture, and yet fallible? Does Wesley appeal to a category that has integrity, or is this 


so internally contradictory as to be useless? 


14Letter to William Dodd, March 12, 1756, §13, Telford, 3:172. 
NS§TIT.22, Jackson, 10:38. 
N6Thid., 10:134. 
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It cannot be stressed too much that Wesley sees Christian antiquity as an 
authority only in subservience to Scripture. That he accepts antiquity as influential 
at all is because he finds the writers of the first four centuries to embody “Scriptural 
Christianity.” When he became convinced that the “mystery of iniquity” had begun 
working very early in the apostolic age, he was forced to differentiate between the 
pure and impure parts of antiquity. 

Thus, the authority of antiquity for Wesley does not arise sui generis. It is 
dependent on Scripture, and is only authoritative insofar as it genuinely reflects 
Scriptural teaching. But then why should he distinguish between the first four cen- 
turies and the rest of Christian tradition? 

The key to understanding Wesley on this point is his judgment that in fact, 
the first four centuries were more nearly pure than any other period of tradition. 
The rise of Constantine was for him the fall of true Christianity, and the brilliant 
lights of antiquity became fewer and fewer after Christianity received its honors and 
riches from the Emperor. 

Wesley grows to have a carefully nuanced view of the early church. While 
he makes references to it as an entire unit, he really understands that it had diversity 
and problems like other churches in other times. There were, however, certain lead- 
ing lights who were pure and among themselves united. Thus he can cite certain 
Fathers as representing pure Christianity when he knows that they were not 
representative of the church in their time. 

Despite the nuances, Wesley’s overall judgment continues to be that, on the 
whole, the primitive church was more Scriptural than the Christian church at any 


other time. In addition, he argues for its authority on the basis of its unity.” Thus, 


117 Journal, January 25, 1738, Works, 18:212-13. 
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the primitive church is a diverse authority which must be used carefully, but still 


provides a better insight into Christianity than any other period of tradition. 


Scripture and the Church of England 

A fourth authority for theology in the thought of John Wesley is the 
Church of England, in which he was an ordained priest. On his own understanding, 
Wesley never left the church.!!® Further, most of the people to whom he preached 
and with whom he engaged in theological discussion were members of the Church of 
England. The Methodist Revival was, to a great extent, a movement within the 
Church of England during Wesley’s lifetime. During four decades of discussion with 
the Methodist people and preachers, he consistently argued against any separation 
from the Church. 

In a letter to a fellow member of the Fetter Lane Society, he stresses the 
connection between membership in the Church of England and following its laws 
and regulations. He writes in 1738, 

I believe you don’t think I am (whatever I was) bigoted either to the ancient 
church or the Church of England. But have a care of bending the bow too 
much the other way. The national church to which we belong may doubtless 
claim some, though not an implicit, obedience from us.!!9 
Four days later he writes to Hutton again, urging that their membership in the 
Church of England entailed obedience to her laws.!2° In A Short History of 

118For a more complete treatment of Wesley’s relationship to the Church of 
England, see Frank Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England. However, 
Baker’s purpose there is not primarily to treat Wesley’s use of the Church and its 
doctrine and liturgy as theological authorities. 

UINovember 27, 1738, Works, 25:593. 
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Methodism, he describes Methodism as loyal to the Church of England in every 
respect: 
At present those who remain with Mr. Wesley are mostly Church of 
England men. They love her Articles, her Homilies, her Liturgy, her discipline, 
and unwillingly vary from it in any instance. !2! 
It was the discipline of the Church that was most distasteful to the Methodists. They 
chafed under the normal practices of the church, because they had discovered 
unusual methods that were effective in reaching people and helping them grow in 
grace. Their preaching services were irregular, their class meetings were unusual, and 
their “enthusiastic” work among the lower classes struck fear into the hierarchy. But 
even for the discipline of the Church, Wesley professes a regard next to that he has 


for Scripture. 


As to your next advice, “to have a greater regard to the rules and orders 
of the Church,” I cannot; for I now regard them next to the Word of God.!22 


The key here, though, is that Wesley understood the commandments of Scripture to 
be more broad and insistent than normally interpreted. He took the imperative to 
save souls to be stronger than a bishop’s commandment not to preach in his diocese. 
He further drove a wedge between the Anglican hierarchy and the Articles and 
Homilies of the church, arguing that by disobeying the bishops he was being more 
true to their beliefs than they were. 

It should also be noted here that Wesley did not believe himself to be in 
violation of the discipline of the Church. He made the argument that his ordination, 
being a university ordination, gave him the right to preach anywhere. The well- 
known saying “The world is my parish” thus refers to his right to preach anywhere 
Farther Appeal N rasa ry aa §15, ibid., 9:371. See also Part I of the 

12§V1.11, ibid., 11:185. 
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in England. In his view, the lay preachers derived their right to preach through him, 
functioning as his assistants. The closest the Methodist movement came to violating 
English religious law was in holding unauthorized religious meetings that were not 
registered under the acts to protect Non-conformity. Wesley saw his work as being 
similar to religious societies which had not had to register under those acts, and he 
generally did not take that legal step. Other people, however, saw him as creating a 
different church and argued that he was undermining the Church of England. 

In 1773, Wesley told James Creighton that the Methodists “observe more of 
the Articles, Rubrics, and Canons of the Church than any other people in the three 
kingdoms.”!23 At the time of this letter, Creighton was curate at Swanlinbar in Ire- 
land. Telford tells us that Creighton was resolved to preach against the Methodists, 
but later became one of them. The tension that existed between the Methodists and 
people like Creighton became evident in the discussion when the definition of the 
Church was discussed. Clearly, Wesley was at odds with the Anglican hierarchy and 
the majority of parish priests. Many like Creighton were determined to oppose this 
new movement for violating the principles of good order. Doubtlessly remembering 
the religious character of the civil war a century earlier, they saw Wesley as introduc- 
ing enthusiasm and fanaticism into the lower classes of the population. Thus, when 
they charged Wesley with breaches of propriety, it was often with failing to obey 
Anglican polity. 

Wesley’s own definition of the Church differed from the hierarchy’s 
emphasis on church order. He consistently defined the essence of the Church as its 
liturgy, articles and homilies, and not its order or episcopacy. Further, when 


attacked by priests or bishops, he frequently referred them back to the essential 
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documents of Anglican theology and confronted them with their own deviation 
from those standards. 

Doctrinally and liturgically, the unity of the Church of England was found 
in the Articles of Religion and the Book of Common Prayer. The Articles make ref- 
erence to the Homilies as containing godly doctrine and deserving to be read in 
churches by the ministers. Clergy had to subscribe allegiance to the Articles and 
Book of Common Prayer for ordination.!4 These elements of the Elizabethan Set- 
tlement provided clear boundaries and room for flexibility within those boundaries. 
After the Civil War, they were reinstated without change. Wesley was on strong 
grounds in appealing to these standards over the heads of the existing Anglican 
authorities. 

In his correspondence with “John Smith,” the unknown churchman, Wesley 
clarified his position. He wrote in 1745, 

In saying, “I teach the doctrine of the Church of England,” I do and 
always did mean (without csi | myself whether others taught them or 
no, either this year, or before the Reformation), I teach the doctrines which are 
comprised in those Articles and Homilies to which all the clergy of the Church 
of England solemnly profess to assent, and that in their plain, unforced, 
grammatical meaning.}25 

Later, in a letter to Samuel Walker, he explicitly rejects an alternative answer to the 
issue. He writes, 

My difficulty is very much increased by one of your observations. I 
know the original doctrines of the Church are sound. I know her worship is (in 


the main) pur and scriptural. But if “the essence of the Church of England, 
considered as such, consists in her orders and laws” (many of which I myself 


_ _124Wesley notes that ministers of the Church of England were bound by this 
oath in “On God’s Vineyard,” §1.4, Works, 3:505. See Gibson, 58-62. 
125§3, December 30,1745, ibid., 26:176. 
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can say nothing for), “and not in her worship and doctrines,” those who sepa- 
rate from her have a far stronger plea than I was ever sensible of.}26 


It was during this time that the Methodist preachers and laity were pressing to sepa- 
rate from the Church of England and form an independent church. Wesley was 
resisting this move, arguing that Methodists had no quarrel with the most important 
parts of the Church of England. Clearly, if he granted that order and laws were 
essential, then the irregular Methodist proceedings would require dissolution of the 
Methodist societies or separation from the Church. 
However, the authority of the Church is clearly limited by its subordination 
to Scripture. In his Farther Appeal, Wesley answers critics by saying, 
It was not quite clear to me that the Canon he cited was against extempo- 
rary prayer. But supposing it were, my plain answer would be: “That Canon I 


dare not obey; because the law of man binds only so far as it is consistent with 
the Word of God.”!27 


Here the pronouncements of the Church are counted as human words that cannot 


contradict Scripture. 


In a letter to Gilbert Boyce, the point is made that it is Scripture which is 
supreme, because the Church is judged by it. Wesley writes, 


If I were in the Church of Rome I would conform to all her doctrines and 
practices, so far as they were not contrary to plain Scripture. And (according 


to the best of my judgment) I conform so far only to those of the Church of 
England. ... 


I am not conscious of embracing any opinion or practice which is not 
agreeable to the Word of God. And I do believe the doctrines, worship, and 
discipline (so far as it goes) of the Church of England to be agreeable 
thereto. 128 

126September 24, 1755, ibid., 26:594-95. 
127§VT.12, ibid., 11:186. 
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Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


123 


In his correspondence with John Smith, the same point is made.!29 And in a 
letter to Charles Wesley, the teachings of the Church are once again categorized 
among the teachings of men and contrasted with Scripture. He writes, “All men may 
err: but the word of the Lord shall stand forever.”130 

In one place, Wesley clearly sorts out the relation between Scripture, the 
primitive church and the Church of England. In his Farther Thoughts on Separa- 
tion from the Church, he writes, 

From a child I was taught to love and reverence the Scripture, the oracles 
of God, and next to these to esteem the primitive Fathers, the writers of the 
three first centuries. Next after the primitive church I esteemed our own, the 
therefore not oniy gasented to all the doctrines, but observed all the rabrics} in 
the Liturgy, and that with all possible exactness, even at the peril of my life.!3! 

Wesley was clear that he regarded the Church of England as an authority, but one 
that ranked after the primitive Church. 

His departure from being a “regular” clergyman came, on his own under- 
standing, when he was “constrained” to preach in the open air. It is only Scripture 
that had the authority to constrain him over the rules of his own church. Through- 
out his life, he saw himself as varying from the church only where faithfulness to the 
Bible forced him to do so. 

We have already noted that the teaching of the Church itself points back to 
the supreme authority of Scripture. Article VI of the Thirty-nine Articles is explicit 
in saying that “whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to 


be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article of the Faith, or be 


129September 28, 1745, ibid., 26:156. 
B0Syly 31, 1747, ibid., 26:255. 
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thought requisite or necessary to salvation.” !32 Wesley’s revision of the Articles for 
the American Methodists retained this same language. In a 1756 letter to James 
Clark, he explicitly claims the authority of Article VI to support the authority of 
Scripture in matters of doctrine.133 
The key to understanding how Wesley relates all these authorities together is 
to understand that in his view, all of them are in fundamental agreement about the 
doctrine, faith and practice of the Church. In this case as with all of the others so 
far, Wesley can quote both Scripture and the Church in support for his positions. 
All of this meant for Wesley that the Scripture and the doctrines and liturgy 
of the Church of England formed a unity which guided him and which he was will- 
ing to defend. At no point does he ever criticize the doctrine or liturgy of the Church 
of England as contrary to Scripture. In a letter to the Editor of Lloyd's Evening 
Post, he writes, 
_ You say: (1) “You have impiously apostatized from those principles of 
Gefend the Bible with the Liturgy, Articles, and Homilies of our Churchy and I 
do not defend or espouse any other principles, to the best of my knowledge, 
than those which are plainly contained in the Bible as well as in the homilies 
and Book of Common Prayer.!34 
However, the role of the Church of England differs from that of the primi- 
tive Church in that the mature Wesley never mentions his contemporary Church as 
an interpreter of Scripture. On one occasion, he mentions that the Oxford 


Methodists believed in the Bible as interpreted by the primitive Church and the 
Church of England, but that is simply another way of saying that the Church of 


132BCP, Article VI “Of the Sufficiency of the holy Scriptures for salvation." 
133September 18, 1756, Telford, 3:201. 
B4December 1, 1760, ibid., 4:115. 
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England is Scriptural and that he agrees with its interpretation. In 1733 he noted 
that the Church of England urges everyone to look to the Fathers and the primitive 
Church for guidance in interpretation.!35 For Wesley, the relation between Scripture 
and the Church is entirely one-sided, with the latter being subject to what the former 
teaches. Nevertheless, it is Wesley’s judgment that the Church of England is the 
“most scriptural national church in the world,”36 and is therefore deserving of his 
allegiance. 

The two authorities, Christian antiquity and the Church of England, 
together represent the only aspects of the history of Christianity that Wesley 
acknowledges as authoritative. His opposition to Christian tradition in general is a 
function of the judgment that Christianity entered into severe decline and corruption 
that was only alleviated during the Reformation. Wesley’s comments on the state of 
Christianity in England during his own time reveal his view that the Church of 
England’s practice does not match the purity of her doctrine. 


Scripture and Experience 
During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, experience was attaining 
significant authority as a source of knowledge. John Locke’s Essay on Human 
Understanding revived the ancient idea that all our ideas are based on experience. 
Locke’s statement of this epistemology had achieved wide influence by Wesley’s day. 
Asa man of the eighteenth century, Wesley adopted this strong emphasis on 


experience. Sometimes Wesley uses “experience” to refer to the common body of 


135“Preface” to A Collection of Forms of Prayer, Jackson, 14:270-71. 
136 Farther Thoughts on Separation from the Church, §1, Works, 9:538. 
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knowledge available to everyone. When he does so, it is often with adjectives like 
“all” or “universal.” In his sermon “On Riches” he writes, 
Nearly related to anger, if not rather a species of it, are fretfulness and 
peevishness. But are the rich more assaulted by these than the poor? All 
experience shows that they are.!37 
He can also appeal to “universal experience” to make logical distinctions between 
types of love?! and to contradict Horace on the joys of the country life.!39 
Wesley’s primary reference was not to common experience but to religious 

experience. He revived the Puritan and Pietist emphasis on the individual’s 
experience of God, and turned it into an authority for Christian theology. Religious 
experience was, for Wesley, as objective a reality as sensory experience was for 
Locke. Thus, he also referred to it in universal terms. He talks about the experience 
of “all real Christians” in “The Witness of the Spirit, I”: 

But I contend not; seeing so many other texts, with the experience of all real 

Christians, sufficiently evince that there is in every believer both the testimony 

of God’s Spirit, and the testimony of his own, that he is a child of God.140 
In the sermon “On Working Out Our Own Salvation,” he writes, 


All experience, as well as Scripture, shows this salvation to be both instanta- 
neous and gradual.!41 


A few pages later he adds, 

137§1T.8, ibid., 3:526. Cf. also “Remarks Upon Mr. Locke’s ‘Essay on 
Human Understanding’,” Jackson, 13:462. 

138“The Love of God,” §1.3, Works, 4:333. 

139 Journal, November 5, 1766, Curnock, 5:191-92. 


Pa 14087.1, Works, 1:271. Cf. “The Witness of the Spirit, II,” §V.1, ibid., 1:296- 
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We know indeed that word of his to be absolutely true, “Without me ye can 

do nothing.” But on the other hand we know, every believer can say, “I can do 

all things through Christ that strengtheneth me.” ; 

Meantime let us remember that God has joined these together in the 

experience of every believer. And therefore we must take care not to imagine 

they are ever to be put asunder.}42 
He can also refer to this experience of God’s children as being “constant.”!43 The 
experience to which Wesley is appealing is one which all Christians share. In a 1766 
letter to Mrs. Bennis, he adds, 

In the Thoughts on Christian Perfection and in the Farther Thoughts you have 

the genuine experience of the adult children of God. Oppose that authority to 

the authority of any that contradict (if reason and Scripture are disregarded), 

and look daily for a deeper and fuller communion with God.1“4 

The experience he is speaking of is something that is objectively real and 
available to all believers. Whereas he refers to it as constant and universal, what he 
really means is that it is constant and universal for all who believe. Those who do 
not yet have that experience testify to it by either wanting it or ignoring it, showing 
thereby their unbelief.!45 This is an experience that is described in Scripture and is 
available to those who seek the Lord. So far, he does not show any understanding 
that there are varieties of “sound” experience. All who truly believe share the experi- 
ence that Scripture describes, and that Wesley himself describes at various places in 
his sermons and letters. The experience has a specific content so that Wesley can tell 
his hearers what they should expect to experience when it comes. 
However, it is important to note that Wesley’s appeals to universal human 


experience and to specifically religious experience have a subtle but significant 


1428111. 5-6, ibid., 3:208. 


143“Qn Sin in Believers,” §V.1, ibid., 1:333. See also the note on I 
Thessalonians 2:14 in Notes. 


14August 14,1766, Telford, 5:24. 
145“The Witness of the Spirit, II,” §V.1, Works, 1:296-97. 
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difference. His appeal to the former implies that any unbiased observer would reach 
the same conclusion. His appeal to the latter, however, requires that the observer 
share the specific experience that is being described. Words such as “believer” and 
“genuine experience” are capable of being construed in such a way that anyone who 
disagrees has not experienced the reality being discussed and so is incapable of ren- 
dering a true judgment. The claim “all true believers know this” can be an analytic 
judgment, since anyone who disagrees is eo ipso not a true believer. 

This second usage of “experience” construes it as first and foremost a goal. 
He preaches in order to lead people to faith in Christ, and to experience all that goes 
along with faith. Once the goal has been attained, the experience then validates the 
theology of his preaching. It is to that role of experience as authority to which we 
now turn. 

George Croft Cell argues that Wesley’s doctrine was a “theocentric doctrine 
of Christian experience.”!46 He suggests that Wesley’s theology rested on the twin 
pillars of Scripture and experience, taken as “cognate and congenial principles.”147 
There is evidence to support such a view, for on many occasions Wesley states his 
understanding of experiential authority in very high terms. The earliest reference 
comes in a letter to his father, Samuel Wesley, written December 10, 1734. John dis- 
cusses his reasons for staying at Oxford, and how being more holy would make him 
a better instrument of God’s for healing the souls of others. He writes, 

But for the proof of every one of these weighty truths experience is worth 
[a] thousand reasons. I see, I feel them every day. Sometimes I cannot do good 


to others because I am unwilling to do it; shame or pain is in my way, and I do 
not desire to serve God at so dear a rate. ... 


146 Cell, 45, 
47Tbid., 72. 
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From all this I conclude that where I was most holy myself, there I could 
most promote holiness in others; and consequently that I could more promote 
it here than in any place under heaven.!48 

In his manuscript journal for May 25, 1737, he refers to “the strongest of all proofs, 
experience,”!49 but only with reference to reclaiming souls. On January 8 of the 
following year, in the spiritual crisis that started with his return voyage to England, 
he writes, 

In the fullness of my heart I wrote the following words: 

By the most infallible of proofs, inward feeling, I am convinced: 

1. Of unbelief, having no such faith in Christ as will prevent my heart 
from being troubled; which it could not be, if I believed in God, and rightly 
believed also in him [i.e., Christ]. 

2. Of pride, throughout my life past, inasmuch as I thought I had what I 
find I have not. 

3. Of gross irrecollection, inasmuch as in a storm I cry to God every 
moment, in a calm, not. 

4, Of levity and luxuriancy of spirit, recurring whenever the pressure is 
taken off, and appearing by my speaking words not tending to edify; but most, 
by my manner of speaking of my enemies.!5° 

In his sermon “The Witness of the Spirit, I,” he refers to an individual’s 
evaluation of whether he loves God or not, and says, 


And of his thus loving God he has an inward proof, which is nothing short of 
self-evidence.!5! 


Perhaps the strongest statement of the authority of experience comes in a 
letter to the Rev. Dr. Conyers Middleton, written in 1749. Wesley evaluates the 
relative merits of experience and “traditional evidence,” saying, 

So Christianity tells me; and so I find it, may every real Christian say. I 
now am assured that these things are so: I experience them in my own breast. 
What Christianity (considered as a doctrine) promised, is accomplished in my 

148815-16, Works, 25:403-4. 


; 14Tbid., 18:511. This is from Wesley’s manuscript journal and was not 
included in the published version. 
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soul. And Christianity, considered as an inward principle, is the completion of 
all those promises. It is holiness and happiness, the image of God impressed on 
a created spirit; a fountain of peace and love springing up into everlasting life. 

And this I conceive to be the strongest evidence of the truth of Christian- 
ity. Ido not undervalue traditional evidence. Let it have its place and its due 
honour. It is highly serviceable in its kind, and in its degree, And yet I cannot 
set it on a level with this. 

It is generally supposed, that traditional evidence is weakened by length 
of time; as it must necessarily pass through so many hands, in a continued suc- 
cession of ages. But no length of time can possibly affect the strength of this 
internal evidence. It is equally strong, equally new, through the course of sev- 
enteen hundred years. It passes now, even as it has done from the beginning, 
directly from God into the believing soul. Do you suppose time will ever dry 
up this stream? O no! It shall never be cut off 

Labitur et Jabetur in omne volubilis aevum. 

Traditional evidence is of an extremely complicated nature, necessarily 
including so many and so various considerations, that only men of a strong 
and clear understanding can be sensible of its full force. On the contrary, how 
plain and simple is this; and how level to the lowest capacity! Is not this the 
sum: “One thing I know; I was blind, but now I see?” An argument so plain, 
that a peasant, a woman, a child, may feel all its force. . . . 

If, then, it were possible (which I conceive it is not ) to shake the tradi- 
tional evidence of Christianity, still he that has the internal evidence (and every 
true believer hath the witness or evidence in himself) would stand firm and un- 
shaken. Still he could say to those who were striking at the external evidence, 
“Beat on the sack of Anaxagoras.” But you can no more hurt my evidence of 
Christianity, than the tyrant could hurt the spirit of that wise man.!52 


While these appeals to experience give some weight to Cell’s thesis, they 
must be considered in the context of the whole of Wesley’s thought. John Wesley 
was frequently given to making extreme statements because of the audience he was 
addressing and the polemical character of the discussion. He exaggerated points in 
order to communicate them under hostile circumstances, and he overstated his posi- 
tion in order to guard against a misunderstanding. Thus, it is very misleading to 
take Wesley’s own words without looking for evidence that would more carefully 
nuance his position. 


15281T.12-II1.4, Jackson, 10:75-76. A footnote translates the Latin sentence 
“It flows on, and will for ever flow.” 
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In this case, Wesley provides a clue to the proper understanding of these 
passages. He was attacked because of the 1737 Journal entry quoted above,!53 and 
offered this explanation in his Second Letter to the Author of “The Enthusiasm of 
Methodists ete.” 

To support this weiehty charge you bring one single scrap, about a line 
and a quarter from one of my Journals. The words are these: “By the most 
infallible of proofs, inward feeling, I am convinced.” Convinced of what? It 
immediately follows: “Of unbelief, having no such faith as will prevent my 
heart from being troubled.” 

I here assert that inward feeling, or consciousness, is the most infallible of 
proofs of unbelief, of the want of such a faith as will prevent the heart’s being 
troubled. But do I here “advance impressions, impulses, feelings, etc., into 
‘certain rules” of conduct’? Or anywhere else? You may just as well say I 
advance them into certain proofs of transubstantiation. 

Neither in writing, in preaching, nor in private conversation, have I ever 
“taught any of my followers to depend upon them as sure guides or infallible 
proofs” of anything.!54 

Wesley cannot escape the charge that his teaching has occasionally misled 
both his followers and his opponents. But his point is clear enough. Different types 
of evidence are appropriate to different questions. The question of an individual’s 
own spiritual state is best answered by evidence of that person’s feelings. There is an 
immediate consciousness of whether one loves God or not that is readily apparent to 
the individual. 

Wesley talks about the experience of salvation, with its related experiences 
of love and faith, etc., as very important. But that understanding of a certain type of 
experience as the goa/of the Christian life must not be confused with experience as a 
principle by which theological and doctrinal decisions are made. 

In his discussion with Conyers Middleton quoted above,!55 Wesley distin- 


guishes between “Christianity considered as doctrine” and “Christianity considered 


153See above, the Journal for January 8, 1738, Works, 18:208-9. 
154821, ibid., 11:399. 
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as an inward principle.” What the former promises is completed in the latter. 
Christianity promises holiness and happiness, and those promises are fulfilled in the 
lives of believers. It is the fact that Christianity actually works these miracles that 
provides evidence for the truth of Christianity. Wesley does not claim here that such 
experience becomes a criterion for the promises, only that when the promises are 
fulfilled, the whole system is then validated, and validated in such a way as to be 
irrefutable. Scripture teaches what should be expected and experience teaches Wes- 
ley that the promises were actually fulfilled in the lives of real human beings. 
Given this understanding of experience, it is possible to consider the rela- 
tionship between Scripture and experience as authorities for Christian teaching. 
The key text for understanding the mutual roles of Scripture and experience comes 
in “The Witness of the Spirit, IT.” In this sermon Wesley is careful to make his 
method of arguing explicit. His opening sentence claims that the doctrine of the 
Spirit’s witness is taught by Scripture: “a truth revealed therein not once only, not 
obscurely, not incidentally, but frequently, and that in express terms.”!5° After 
defining papTupla by its biblical usage, he proceeds in §III to argue for the doctrine. 
After a long exegetical argument, he says, 
And here properly comes in, to confirm this doctrine, the experience of the 
children of God-the experience not of two or three, not of a few, but of a great 
multitude which no man can number.!57 

Wesley then deals with a number of objections in proving the doctrine. 

It is objected, first, “Experience is not sufficient to prove a doctrine which 
is not founded on Scripture.” This is undoubtedly true, and it is an important 
truth. But it does not affect the present question, for it has been shown that 

155See Jackson, 10:75-76. 

15681,1, Works, 1:285. 

157811.6, ibid., 290. 
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this doctrine is founded on Scripture. Therefore experience is properly alleged 
to confirm it.158 


If we take the distinction mentioned above between Christianity considered as a doc- 
trine and considered as an inward principle, Wesley allows no use of experience in 
determining what Christian doctrine is. It is used to confirm what Christianity 
teaches, by giving evidence of those doctrines being accomplished in the souls of 
believers. 

Thus, in those places where Wesley sees that Scripture and experience 
diverge, he characterizes Scripture as trustworthy and experience as untrustworthy. 
While the emphasis of his preaching early in the Revival was on the experience of 
salvation, he also cautioned the Methodists against relying on that experience rather 
than Scripture. They were “to be tried by a farther rule, to be brought to the only 
certain test, ‘the law and the testimony.’”!°9 

A key passage for understanding this comes in the Journal for September 6, 
1742. There he writes, 


I then heard each of them relate her experience at large. I afterwards examined 
them severally touching the circumstances which I did not understand; on 
which I then talked with several others also. And thus far I approved of their 
experience (because agreeable to the written Word) as to their feeling the 
working of the Spirit of God, in peace and joy and love. But as to what some 
of them said farther concerning feeling the blood of Christ running upon their 
arms, or going down their throat, or poured like warm water upon their breast 
or heart, I plainly told them, the utmost I could allow, without renouncing 
both Scripture and reason, was that some of these circumstances might be 
from God (though I could not affirm they were), working in an unusual man- 
ner, no way essential either to justification or sanctification; but that all the rest 
I must believe to be the mere, empty dreams of an heated imagination.!6 


IS8§TV.1, ibid., 293. 
159 Journal, June 22, 1739, ibid., 19:73. 
160Tbid., 295-96. 
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Here it is clear that Wesley subordinates the claims of experience to the teaching of 
Scripture. Those experiences which are “agreeable to the written word” are judged 
to be of divine origin, and those that go beyond what Scripture teaches are held to 
be possibly divine but more probably products of imagination. 


Conclusion 
It is clear that Wesley’s five authorities (Scripture, reason, Christian antiq- 
uity, the Church of England, and experience) form a unified witness to the truth of 
the Christian faith. On one occasion, he stated that position by saying, 


Methodism, so called, is the old religion, the religion of the Bible, the religion 
of the primitive church, the religion of the Church of England.!® 


A few pages later he makes the point that the Methodists at Oxford were good 
Church of England men because of their zeal for Scripture and the primitive Church. 
He wrote, 
The Methodists at Oxford were all one body, and as it were one soul, zealous 
for the religion of the Bible, of the primitive church, and in consequence of the 
Church of England; as they believed it to come nearer the scriptural and 
primitive plan than any other national church upon earth.!® 
Here Wesley ties together Scripture, the primitive church, and the Church of 
England as all witnessing to the same religion. The words “in consequence” show 
the strict connection that exists between the first two and the last of these three 
authorities. 


There is a great deal of variation in Wesley’s doctrine of the five authorities 


for faith and practice. It is possible to cite single quotations from Wesley that would 


161“Qn Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,” §I1.1, ibid., 3:585. 
1628]7.15, ibid., 590. 
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appear to prove contradictory positions. However, when one considers all the evi- 
dence that has been proposed, Wesley’s view is seen to be consistent. 

This view is that Scripture, reason, Christian antiquity, the Church of 
England, and experience together form a single but complex locus of authority. A 
correct understanding of Scripture is dependent on the other four. Reason and 
antiquity are needed for proper interpretation. The Church of England testifies to 
Scripture’s authority in a manner binding upon all its clergy. Experience proves the 
promises of Scripture to be true. 

Conversely, the very definitions of how the other four are properly used 
involves their fidelity to Scripture. Any position that denies the inspiration and 
authority of Scripture is irrational. Only those parts of antiquity and the Church of 
England that conform to Scripture are authoritative. Experience alone cannot prove 
or generate doctrine; it merely confirms what Scripture teaches. 

These authorities are not really five but one. It is inconceivable for Wesley 
that there is any real conflict between them when they are properly used. Of 
course, the definition of “properly used” includes the 2 priori commitment that such 
conflict cannot exist. 

It is true that this unified locus of authority is sometimes not apparent in 
individual formulations. This is in character with the rest of Wesley’s theology. 
Writing as he did for plain people in the midst of a very hectic schedule, his 
theological formulations are geared to particular audiences and to the dangers and 
needs he saw at that time. For example, he can stress the importance of reason to his 
intellectual audience in the Appeals, and then caution his followers against evil rea- 
soning when it threatens their assurance of salvation. The two positions appear 


incompatible when taken out of context and put side by side. But when one 
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understands that reason has its limitations for Wesley, then a coherent position can 
be seen. to underlie the various formulations. 

One key that ties the various formulations together is that for Wesley, each 
authority is competent in its proper areas. Over and over he argues that Scripture 
and reason are the only authorities for proving doctrine. Between the two of them, 
Scripture is supreme, and yet requires reason for correct interpretation. Experience 
is the only authority that can supply evidence for the state of one’s soul. One’s sal- 
vation is a question of fact for which experience is the only competent authority. 
One cannot get this from a book or reasoning upon abstract concepts. One feels, 
one kzows that God is at work, or that God has pardoned one’s sins. At that level, 
experience is indisputable. Yet, it must be judged in the light of how Scripture and 
reason say God will act, to know if a particular experience is really the act of God or 
of some other being. 

Antiquity and the Church of England are clearly the weakest authorities. 
They have no exclusive realm of competence, yet they do contribute to the argu- 
ment. Their authority is derivative in the sense that they are helpful in showing how 
Scripture is to be interpreted and applied. 

Another key to their unity is that they all make the same witness. The 
“general tenor” of Scripture delivers a reasonable message which was the basic 
teaching of the primitive church, is also taught by the Church of England, and has 
been shown to be real by the experience of many individuals. This unity forms a web 
of interrelated ways of talking about the central truths which they all proclaim. As 
understood by John Wesley, they all point in the same direction. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


CHAPTERS 
INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE 


Purpose 

The purpose of biblical interpretation, according to Wesley, is the salvation 
of souls. In his “Preface” to Sermons on Several Occasions, he writes, 

I want to know one thing, the way to heaven—how to land safe on that 
happy shore. God himself has condescended to teach the way: for this very 
end he came from heaven. He hath written it down in a book. O give me that 
book! At any price give me the Book of God! I have it. Here is knowledge 
enough for me. Let me be homo unius libri. Here then I am, far from the busy 
ways of men. I sit down alone: only God is here. In his presence I open, I read 
his Book; for this end, to find the way to heaven.! 

While this precedes a description of Wesley’s sermons, it applies to all of his 
interpretation of the Bible. He intentionally does not approach the Bible with 
“curious, critical inquiries” but as one “who desires only the salvation of his soul.” 
He says that he found the doctrine of perfection “in the oracles of God, in the Old 
and New Testament; when I read them with no other view or desire but to save my 
own soul.”3 

It is in this sense that Wesley understands searching the Scriptures to be a 
“means of grace.” In the sermon of that title he defines the means of grace as 
“outward signs, words or actions ordained of God, and appointed for this end-to be 
the ordinary channels whereby he might convey to men preventing, justifying or 


sanctifying grace.” Three such means are discussed there: prayer, receiving the 


185, Works, 1:105-6. 
2“The New Birth,” §1I.3, ibid., 2:191. 
3A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, §27, Jackson, 11:444. 
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Lord’s Supper, and “searching the Scriptures (which implies reading, hearing,and 
meditating thereon).”4 He argues that Christ commanded people to “search the 
Scriptures” in John 5:39.5 As a means of grace, it is a channel God uses to bring 
people out of their sin and towards full salvation. 

This purpose of interpretation is crucial to understanding what follows. 
Wesley is only interested in historical questions about the background of biblical 
times insofar as the answers might help Scripture speak to soteriological issues. In a 
similar way he does not seek a “minute, philosophical account of the manner” in 
which the Holy Spirit causes the new birth.6 He is only interested in what Scripture 
says about what it is and how to attain it. For the most part, Wesley brings to the 


text practical questions, centering on “What must persons do to be saved?” 


Prerequisites 

Two prerequisites for interpreting the Bible, the inspiration by the Holy 
Spirit and faith, are mentioned at various places in Wesley’s works. A third 
attribute, knowledge, is said to be helpful but not strictly necessary. 

First, the inspiration of the Holy Spirit on the reader is understood to be 
required for correct interpretation. In the “Preface” to his 1765 Explanatory Notes 
Upon the Old Testament, Wesley argues that meditating on the Scriptures will make 
people holy. He gives a number of directions for reading the Scriptures in the most 


profitable way, one of which is 


4811.1, Works, 1:381. 


5In this, Wesley was following the AV text, and defended this translation, 
an when he should have known it was less preferable than “You search the 
criptures.” 


“The New Birth,” §11.2, Works, 2:191. 
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Serious and earnest prayer should be constantly used before we consult the 
oracles of God; seeing “Scripture can only be understood through the same 
Spirit whereby it was given.” Our reading should likewise be closed with 
prayer, that what we read may be written on our hearts.” 


Prayer before studying the Bible is thus seen as a means of receiving the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit. This inspiration is understood by Wesley as a necessary 
prerequisite for proper interpretation. In his letter to William Warburton, published 
in 1763, Wesley defends his doctrine of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 
I do firmly believe (and what serious man does not)—ommis scriptura legi debet 
eo spiritu quo scripta est: we need the same Spirit to understand the Scripture 
which enabled the holy men of old to waite it.® 
As a means of grace, the letter of Scripture is dead unless the Spirit enlivens it.’ In 
his 1741 preface to An Extract of the Life and Death of Mr. Thomas Haliburton, 
Wesley suggests that when responding to an accusation of enthusiasm, one should, 
Ask such a one, (but with meekness and love,) “Are you taught of God? 
Do you know that he abideth in you? Have you the revelation of the Holy 
Ghost” (they are the words of our own Church) “inspiring into you the true 
meaning of Scripture? If you have not, with all your human science and 
worldly wisdom, you know nothing yet as you ought to know. Whatever you 
are in other respects, as to the things of God, you are an unlearned and igno- 


rant man. And if you are unstable too, you will wrest these, as you do also the 
other scriptures, to your own destruction.”!0 


7§18, Jackson, 14:253. For the source of the quotation, see the next 
footnote. 


O 8A Letter to the Right Reverend The Lord Bishop of Gloucester, §II.10, 
ibid., 11:509. Gerald Cragg has identified the quotation as being a variant of Imitatio 
Christ, 1. v, which is quoted also in the preface to Explanatory Notes Upon the Old 
Testament and an undated letter to Dean William Digby. 

9“The Means of Grace,” §V.4, ibid., 1:396. 


10§8, Jackson, 14:213. 
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By “the words of our own Church” Wesley is referring to Homily of Reading the 
Holy Scriptures, whose first paragraph Wesley has quoted with his customary 
imprecision.!! 
Wesley’s note on II Timothy 3:16 makes a similar point. He writes, 
All Scripture is inspired of God-The Spirit of God not only once inspired those 
who wrote it, but continually inspires, supernaturally assists, those that read it 
with earnest prayer. Hence it isso profitable for doctrine, for instruction of 
the ignorant, . . .12 
Several interpreters of Wesley have concluded that Wesley stands in the 
Reformed tradition of an internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. Larry Shelton refers 
to the Westminster Confession as background.'3 Duncan Ferguson refers to Wes- 
ley’s abridgment of Cranmer’s homily, part of which was quoted above.'4 George 
Lyons, and Timothy Smith!® also give it prominence. Colin Williams says, 
It is true that, with the Reformers, he insisted on the testimonium Spiritus 


Sancti internum-the need for the Spirit to illumine the heart of the reader so 
that he may receive the truth of Scripture.!” 


Reprinted in Albert C. Outler, ed., John Wesley, Library of Protestant 
Thought (New York: Oxford, 1964), 124. The exact text is “And in another place 
Chrysostom saith that man’s human and worldly wisdom or science is not needful to 
the understanding of Scripture but the revelation of the Holy Ghost who inspireth 
the true meaning unto them that with humility and diligence do search therefor.” 

12 Notes. 

BShelton, 37-38. 

14Ferguson, 242-43. 

15Lyons, 71. 

16Smith, 251. 


Williams, 26. Calvin, Institutes, §I, viii, 4, 1:79 says, “The same Spirit, 
therefore, who has spoken through the mouths of the prophets must penetrate into 


our hearts to persuade us that they faithfully proclaimed what had been divinely 
commanded.” 
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It is clear that Wesley believed in the internal witness of the Holy Spirit, and the 
Reformed tradition which lay behind the Homilies and the Puritan influences in 
Wesley’s early training are sufficient to account for how he got the idea. He clearly 
stands in the Reformed tradition in this matter. 
But what has he done with it? He is not simply citing Calvin or repeating 
Cranmer. Rather, Wesley understands the role of the Holy Spirit in a different way. 
He places a significant restriction on the influence of the Holy Spirit because of the 
danger of enthusiasm. He defines enthusiasm as 
a religious madness arising from some falsely imagined influence or inspiration 
of God; at least from imputing te to God which ought not to be 
imputed to him, or expecting something from God which ought not to be 
expected from him.!8 

One type of enthusiasm comes to people 
who expected to be directed of God, either in spiritual things or in common 
life, in what is justly called an extraordinarymanner. I mean by visions or 
dreams, by strong impressions or sudden impulses on the mind. I do not deny 
that God has of old times manifested his will in this manner, or that he can do 
so now. Nay, I believe he does, in some very rare instances. But how fre- 
quently do men mistake herein!!9 

He then describes the assistance that the Spirit gives as one searches out the will of 

God. 

Meantime the assistance of his Spirit is supposed during the whole pro- 
cess of the inquiry. Indeed ’tis not easy to say in how many ways that assis- 
tance is conveyed. He may bring many circumstances to our remembrance; 
may place others in a stronger and clearer light; may insensibly open our mind 
to receive conviction, and fix that conviction upon our heart.?° 

18“The Nature of Enthusiasm,” §12, Works, 2:50. 

19821, ibid., 2:54. 


20525, ibid., 2:55. 
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What is striking here is Wesley’s reticence about the role of the Spirit. Here is no 
guarantee of the Spirit acting in a certain manner. Rather, the assistance of the 
Spirit is “supposed,” and the manner is left vague. 

The best explanation for this reticence is that Wesley also has in his back- 
ground the excesses of the Puritans during the seventeenth century. Baxter argues 
for two ways in which the testimony of the Spirit works. First, the Spirit enabled the 
Apostles to work miracles “to seal their doctrine.” Second, it comes 

in the Sanctifying Illumination of our understandings to see that which is 
Objectively Revealed. So that this Testimonyis the efficient and not objective 
Cause of our Beliefin this latter sense.?! 
Yet, Keeble claims that Baxter “warred unceasingly against unreasoning fanaticism 
and enthusiasm, ”22 which in the seventeenth century often came under the heading 
of the witness of the Spirit. Keeble quotes Baxter as saying, 
It is frue, that the saving knowledge of Divinity, must be taught by the Spirit of 
God: But it is false that /ebourand humane teaching are not the means which 
must be used by them, who will have the teaching of the spirit.23 
Baxter denies that the Spirit gives new revelations. It “only reveals what is revealed 
already in the Word; by illuminating us to understand it.”24 
Thus Baxter carefully qualifies the inspiration of the Spirit. In an age even 


more devoted to reason, Wesley talks more about the Spirit enlightening our reason 


than giving direct messages about the meaning of the Scripture. 


21Baxter, Saints’ Rest, 173. 


2N. H. Keeble, Richard Baxter: Puritan Man of Letters (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1982), 31. 


3Ibid., 33. 


24Baxter, Saints’ Rest, 209. 
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Indeed, the key to Wesley’s understanding of the internal witness of the 
Spirit is that it acts primarily on our reason. In a 1750 letter to George Stonehouse, 
he refers to “the Spirit of God not putting out the eyes of my understanding, but 
enlightening them more and more... .”25 We noted earlier that reason has a role to 
play in interpreting Scripture and guiding our actions. But in a 1786 letter to 
Elizabeth Ritchie he writes, 
It is doubtless the will of the Lord we should be guided by our reason so far as 
it can go. But in many cases it gives us very little light and in others none at all. 
In all cases it cannot guide us right but in subordination to the unction of the 
Holy One. So that in all our ways we are to acknowledge Him, and He will 
direct our paths.?6 
In a letter to Miss March in 1768 he writes, 
We are reasonable creatures, and undoubtedly reason is the candle of the 
Lord. By enlightening our reason to see the meaning of the Scriptures, the 
Holy Spirit makes our way plain before us.?7 
In a letter to “John Smith” he writes, “I entirely agree with you, that the children of 
light walk by the joint light of reason, Scripture, and the Holy Ghost.””28 
Thus, Wesley draws on the Reformed tradition for his understanding that 
the inspiration of the Holy Ghost is required for proper interpretation of the Bible. 
But Wesley has significantly modified that tradition by insisting that the Holy 
Spirit’s influence is always on our reasoning powers, and works jointly with reason. 


This is one more indication of the unity that exists between the various parts of reli- 


gious authority for Wesley. If the inspiration of the Holy Spirit is an experiential 


25November 27, 1750, Works, 26:447. 

26February 24, 1786, Telford, 7:319. 

27July 5, 1768, ibid., 5:96. 

28September 28, 1745, §14, Works, 26:158. Cf. also his letter to Amicus 


Veritatus, January 12, 1750, §13 ibid., 402, where he says “I desire to be guided by 
right reason, under the influence of the Spirit of God.” 
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matter, such experience works together with reason to interpret the meaning of 
Scripture correctly. | 
The second prerequisite for correct interpretation of Scripture is harder to 
specify. At several points Wesley seems to suggest that faith is such a prerequisite. 
He most frequently defines faith in the terms of Hebrews 11:1—“the evidence of 
things not seen.” It is this spiritual realm which is also revealed in Scripture, so that 
the content of Christian faith is the same as the content of the Scripture. In his 1788 
sermon “The Discoveries of Faith,” he says, 
Faith, on the other hand, is the “evidence of things not seen,” of the invisible 
world, of all those invisible things which are revealed in the oracles of God. 
But indeed they reveal nothing, they are a mere “dead letter,” if they are “not 
mixed with faith in those that hear them.”29 

Yet, in “The Means of Grace” Wesley said of the Scripture, 

Nor is this profitable only for the men of God, for those who walk 
already in the light of his countenance, but also for those who are yet in dark- 
ness, seeking him whom they know not.3° 

His story of how salvation comes to “a stupid, senseless wretch” includes Scripture 
as a means of conversion 3! Is faith as a supernatural gift independent of Scripture’s 
description of “spiritual” reality? Is faith required to understand Scripture? 

The answers to these questions are not clear in Wesley’s writings. What 
seems probable is that the work of the Holy Spirit is involved in Wesley’s view here. 
Faith is a gift of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit uses Scripture to give grace to the sinner. 
As that grace is received, spiritual sight is given and reason is enlightened, so that the 


recipient can better understand the Scriptures, which will be an even more powerful 


2984, ibid., 4:30 
3OSIII.10, ibid., 1:388 
31§V.1, ibid., 393-94. 
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means of grace than before. Thus, faith is not independent of Scripture, but is the 
spiritual gift which enables the believer to see the realities it describes. Further, any 
believing understanding of Scripture involves the work of the Holy Spirit who is 
using the text for a work of grace in the life of the reader. Faith is not required to 
understand Scripture, but anyone reading Scripture without the aid of the Holy 
Spirit, who always produces faith in those who receive him, will not understand it 
properly. Faith and a correct understanding of Scripture are both produced by the 
same Spirit. Thus, while faith is not necessary, it is always present in those who read 
Scripture correctly. 

Third, Wesley understands that knowledge of certain areas is expedient, but 
not necessary, to a correct interpretation of the Scriptures. In his 1756 Address to 
the Clergy, he goes on at some length about the qualifications necessary to be a good 
clergyman.*2 Of the eight qualifications he discusses there, five are areas of knowl- 
edge that relate directly to the minister’s ability to interpret the Bible. Second on the 
list is a knowledge of the whole Bible, because “scripture interprets scripture.” Third 
is knowledge of the original tongues, Greek and Hebrew. Fourth, knowledge of pro- 
fane history “though not absolutely necessary, yet [is] highly expedient, for him that 
would throughly understand the Scriptures.” Fifth, some knowledge of the sciences 
is expedient, including natural philosophy and metaphysics. Sixth, knowledge of the 
Fathers as “the most authentic commentators on Scripture” is important. Wesley is 
very clear that knowledge is extremely useful in interpreting the Bible, and even nec- 
essary to fulfilling the office well. 

The only area of knowledge that Wesley deems necessary to correct inter- 


pretation of Scripture is logic, which is said to be “necessary next, and in order to, 


3281.2, Jackson, 10:482-84, 
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the knowledge of the Scripture itself.”33 While this is clearly an area of knowledge, it 


is also part of the faculty of reasoning and can be counted as another instance of 


Wesley’s use of reason in the interpretation of Scripture. 


Wesley’s view that knowledge is not necessary for correct interpretation of 


Scripture is made clear in his defense of the itinerant preachers in the Methodist 


movement. He argued that, despite their lack of a university education, they were 


better interpreters than the educated but unfaithful parish clergy.34 Knowledge of 


history, the sciences, the Fathers, Greek and Hebrew are less important than a lively 


faith and the inspiration of the Spirit. 


Rules of Interpretation 


Wesley nowhere provides an exhaustive list of hermeneutical rules. In fact, 


as with other aspects of his doctrine of Scripture, he casually refers to principles and 


rules that have been presupposed in the discussion. By compiling all of those rules to 


which he makes reference at various times, it is possible to list his hermeneutical 


rules. They are as follows: 


. Speak as the oracles of God. 
. Use the literal sense unless it leads to a contradiction with another 


Scripture or implies an absurdity. 


1 

2 
: . Interpret the text with regard to its literary context. 
5 
6 


Scripture interprets Scripture, according to the analogy of faith and by 
parallel passages. 


. Commandments are covered promises. 


Interpret literary devices appropriately. 


Seek the most original text and the best translation. 


Two cautions are in order. First, not all of these are explicitly stated by 


Wesley as rules of interpretation. While some of them are so stated, notably the rule 


33Tbid., 483. 


34“A Letter to the Rev. Dr. Rutherforth,” §11.6 Works, 9:378-79. 
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about using the literal sense, others are appealed to in less obvious fashion. Second, 
this formulation of these rules is somewhat arbitrary. I have presented them here in a 
pattern that is meant to provide a comprehensive and clear description of Wesley’s 
conception. For the sake of clarity, I have grouped some rules together that could 
conceivably have been separated. By making different distinctions, it would be 


possible to list either more or fewer.35 


Speak as the Oracles of God 
The first rule is “Speak as the oracles of God,” a phrase which comes from I 
Peter 4:11 in the AV. By this rule, Wesley is advocating a minimalist method of 
interpretation. Taken strictly, Wesley means that the best interpretation is no inter- 
pretation at all. The point here is that using the very words of Scripture is the best 
way of remaining faithful to it. In a 1745 letter to “John Smith” he writes, 


But I cannot call those uncommon words which are the constant language of 
Holy Writ. These I purposely use, desiring always to express Scripture sense in 
Scripture phrase. And this I apprehend myself to do when I speak of 
“salvation” as a present thing.3¢ 


35Arnett, 89-96 lists six rules: 
1. The literal sense is emphasized. 
2. The importance of the context. 
3. Comparing Scripture with Scripture. 
4. The importance of Christian experience . 
5. The use of reason as the “handmaid of faith, the servant of revelation.” 
6. Practicality--eliminating the elaborate, the elegant and the oratorical. 
The quotation about reason as the “handmaid of faith” is from Cannon, 
159, and not from Wesley. In what follows a number of areas of similarity will be 
seen. Arnett’s formulation agrees with mine about the use of the literal sense, 
interpretation in context, and Scripture interpreting Scripture. His last three “rules” 
are not actually rules of interpretation but aspects of how Wesley interpreted the 
Bible. Each of them has been covered elsewhere. Further, Arnett fails to cover a 
number of other rules that Wesley mentions and so his list is incomplete. 


36To “John Smith,” [September 28, 1745], §6, Works, 26:155. 
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Here Wesley argues that the best way to religious truth is to use the same words and 
definitions that are found in Scripture. 

Wesley is prepared for the argument that the ancient language is no longer 
applicable to the modern period. Later in the letter to “John Smith” he writes, 

For however the propriety of those expressions may vary which occur in the 
writings of men, I cannot but think those which are found in the Book of God 
will be equally proper in all ages. But let us look back, as you desire, to the age 
of the apostles. And if it appear that the state of religion now is (according to 
your own representation of it) the same in substance as it was then, it will 
follow that the same expressions are just as proper now as they were in the 
apostolic age.37 
Note that he is willing to consider that the times may render the concepts to have 
different meanings, or might invalidate them. But it is not the use of language that 
invalidates those meanings, but whether the basic human condition has changed. 
Wesley goes on to argue that the conditions are indeed similar. 

This rule gets quoted explicitly in at least eight places outside the New 
Testament Notes. In two of these places, he simply urges the value of “speaking as 
the oracles of God.”2® In two places, this scriptural admonition applies to the con- 
tent of the oracles of God: the preacher or Christian is to speak the same message 
contained therein.’ But in four places, the text is applied in such a way as to suggest 


that the Christian is to use the actual words of Scripture as much as possible. In 


37§7, ibid. 


38“On God’s Vineyard,” §1.1, ibid., 3:504; and a letter to Mrs. Barton, 
February 19, 1777, Telford, 6:256. 


-Farther Appeal, §V 30, Works, 11:174; and “Preface” to The Doctrine of 
Original Sin, §6, Jackson, 9:195. 


_  _”Predestination Calmly Considered, §29,Jackson, 10:220; “On Knowing 
Christ After the Flesh,” §9, Works, 4:102; Journal, July 18, 1765, Curnock, 5:137; 
and letter to Ann Bolton, January 29, 1773, Telford, 6:14, where he notes that “in 


the oracles of God there is no improper expression. Every word is the very fittest 
that can be.” 
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fact, Wesley’s comment on I Peter 4:11 authorizes both speaking the same message 
and speaking in the same words as Scripture. He writes, 


If any man speak, let him-in his whole conversation, public and private. 
Speak as the oracles of God-Let all his words be according to this pattern, 
both as to matter and manner, more especially in public. By this mark we may 
always know who are, so far, the true or false prophets. The oracles of God 
teach that men should repent, believe, obey. He that treats of faith and leaves 
out repentance, or does not enjoin practical holiness to believers, does not 
speak as the oracles of God: he does not preach Christ, let him think as highly 
of himself as he will.4! 


While Wesley interprets this rule to apply to both “matter and manner,” it is 
with the latter that we are concerned here. The most extensive application of the rule 
in this regard occurs in the sermon “On Knowing Christ After the Flesh.” There he 
argues that we must not know Christ after the flesh, but must refer to him in ways 
that are appropriate to his being God as well. He writes about use of the word 
“dear,” 


Is there any Scripture, any passage either in the Old or New Testament, which 
justifies this manner of speaking? Does any of the inspired writers make use of 
it, even in the poetical Scriptures? . . . Therefore I still doubt whether any of the 
inspired writers ever addresses the word either to the Father or the Son. Hence 
I cannot but advise all lovers of the Bible, if they use the expression at all, to 
use it very sparingly, seeing the Scripture affords neither command nor prece- 
dent for it. And surely, “if any man speaks,” either in preaching or prayer, he 
should “speak as the oracles of God”’!42 


In his Journa/for July 18, 1765, he refers to I John as “the deepest part of the Holy 
Scripture,” 
by which, above all other, even inspired writings, I advise every young preacher 
to form his style. Here are sublimity and simplicity together, the strongest 


sense and the plainest language! How can any one that would “speak as the 
oracles of God” use harder words than are found here?43 


41 Notes, I Peter 4:11. Note the reference to the doctrinal core of Scripture, 
what he elsewhere calls “the analogy of faith” as the teaching of the oracles of God. 
4289, Works, 4:102. 


8Curnock, 5:137. 
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However, this rule cannot be expanded to claim that Wesley thought all 
interpretation was unnecessary. Indeed, if interpretation were not necessary, we 
would not need any hermeneutical rules or even any Explanatory Notesto help us 
understand. In his correspondence with “John Smith” Wesley defends himself 
against the charge of proof-texting. He first quotes Smith and then responds: 

“Another objection” (you say) “I have to make to your manner of 
treating your antagonists. You seem to think you sufficiently answer your 
adversary if you put together a number of naked Scriptures that sound in your 
favour. But remember, the question between you and them is not whether 
such words are Scripture, but whether they are to be so interpreted.” 

You surprise me. I take your word, else I should never have imagined 
you had read over the latter Appeal so great a part of which is employed in 
this very thing, in fighting my ground, inch by inch, in proving, not that such 


words are Scripture, but that they must be interpreted in the manner there set 
down.“ 


In a letter to William Dodd, he agreed that it was “absolutely necessary” sometimes 
to add words explanatory of the sense of Scripture, so long as they are not subver- 
sive of that sense.‘5 
Yet, Wesley is aware that interpretation of Scripture is a human activity and 
therefore subject to human mistakes. He writes in the sermon “Christian Perfection,” 
Nay, with regard to the Holy Scriptures themselves, as careful as they are 
to avoid it, the best of men are liable to mistake, and do mistake day by day; 
especially with respect to those parts thereof which less immediately relate to 
practice. Hence even the children of God are not agreed as to the interpreta- 
tion of many places in Holy Writ; nor is their difference of opinion any proof 
that they are not the children of God on either side. But it is a proof that we 
are no more to expect any living man to be infallible than to be omniscient.*6 
By this rule Wesley is advocating the minimal amount of interpretation necessary to 


render the meaning of the text clear. By and large, the words of Scripture are the 


“To “John Smith,” §19, Works, 26:160. 
45March 12, 1756, §7, Telford, 3:169. 
4681.5, Works, 2:102. 
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clearest and most fitting words to use in expressing Scriptural truth. When they do 
require interpretation and explanation, human fallibility requires additional rules for 
guidance. 
Use the Literal Sense Unless It Leads to a Contradiction With 
Another Scripture or Implies an Absurdity 

The second hermeneutical rule is “Use the literal sense unless it leads to a 
contradiction with another Scripture or to an absurdity.” This rule receives explicit 
mention in at least seven places.‘ In each of them, the literal sense of Scripture is 
either assumed or asserted, unless an absurdity or contradiction is involved. In his 
1785 sermon “On the Church” he writes, 


But it is a stated rule in interpreting Scripture never to depart from the plain, 
literal sense, unless it implies an absurdity.*® 


In his 1738 letter to Lady Cox, it is contradiction which receives mention as a condi- 
tion requiring another sense. He writes, . 

To anyone who asketh me concerning myself or these whom I rejoice to 
call my brethren, what our principles are, I answer clearly, We have no princi- 
ples but those revealed in the Word of God. In the interpretation whereof we 
always judge the most literal sense to be the best, unless where the literal sense 
of one contradicts some other Scripture.” 

In his 1778 sermon “A Call to Backsliders,” he puts both into the mouth of a 
presumed opponent: 

“It is true, some are of opinion, that those words, ‘it is impossible,’ are 
not to be taken literally as denoting absolute impossibility, but a very great 


47Sermon 21, “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, I” §6, ibid., 1:473; 
“Of the Church,” §12, ibid., 3:50; “A Call to Backsliders,” §1.2(4), ibid., 215; “On 
the Sabbath,” §II.1, ibid., 4:272; “The Love of God,” §11.5, ibid., 337; letter to 
"FU ee 7, 1738, ibid., 25:533; and letter to Samuel Furly, May 10, 1755, 
ibid., 26:557. 


48Ibid., 3:50. 
4Ibid., 25:533. 
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difficulty. But it does not appear that we have any sufficient reason to depart 
from the literal meaning, as it neither implies any absurdity, nor contradicts 
any other Scriptures.”5° 

In order to understand what Wesley means by this rule, we need to ask three 
questions: 1. What does he mean by the “literal sense,” 2. What constitutes a 
contradiction or absurdity, and 3. What is the proper substitute when the literal 
sense is rejected? 

First, Wesley frequently calls the literal sense the “plain, obvious meaning” 
of the passage.>! One of the places where these terms are found together is in his 
Farther Thoughts on Christian Perfection, where he says, 

Try all things by the written word, and let all bow down before it. You are in 
danger of enthusiasm every hour, if you depart ever so little from Scripture; 
yea, or from the plain, literal meaning of any text, taken in connection with the 
context.52 

For Wesley, the literal sense of Scripture is equivalent to its plain, obvious, 
natural meaning. The background for Wesley’s emphasis on the “plain, literal 
meaning” goes back at least as far as the Reformation. The reformers’ insistence on 
the authority of Scripture included the insistence on its literal sense as opposed to 

50§1.2(4), ibid., 3:215. While Wesley does put these words in the mouth of 
the backslhider, they have the character of an appeal to a commonly accepted rule to 
which all would agree. Therefore it represents his true position whereas other things 
in the backslider’s speech might not. 

_,.. “Thoughts on the Writings of Baron Swedenborg,” §13, Jackson, 13:432, 
“plain, obvious meaning”; “On Corrupting the Word of God,” §II.[2], [III].1, 
Works, 4:249-50, where he refers to explanation in “the most natural, obvious way” 
and to the “common, obvious sense”; “The Marks of the New Birth,” §2, ibid., 
1:417, “the plainest manner”; “The Witness of the Spirit, IT” §§1I1.1, V.1, ibid., 
1:288, 296, “the plain, natural meaning of the text”; and “Christian Perfection,” 
§11.14, ibid., 2:111, “plain, natural, obvious meaning.” 


52Jackson, 11:429. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


153 


the four senses frequently used in medieval exegesis.*3 The Protestant Scholastics 
were emphatic on this point. “There is but one proper and true sense of each pas- 
sage, which the Holy Spirit thereby intends, and which is drawn from the proper 
signification of the words, and only from this Jiteral sense available arguments may 
be derived.” The Puritans were noted for their commitment to both plainness in 
preaching style and in biblical interpretation during the seventeenth century.55 In 
The Saints’ Everlasting Rest, Richard Baxter writes, “O when will the Lord once 
perswade his Churches to take his Written Word for the only Canon of their Faith! 
and that in its own naked Simplicity and Evidence, without the Determinations and 
Canons of men!”56 After the Restoration, many Anglicans reaffirmed their com- 
mitment to the plain sense of Scripture. Edward Stillingfleet says that Scriptural 
interpretation should be “plain and easie and agreeable to the most received 
sense.”57 In this matter Stillingfleet represents the other Latitudinarian theologians 
who emphasized the plain meaning of the text. Locke sees the Scripture as basically 
simple. He writes that “all the duties of morality lie there clear and plain, and easy to 
3Grant, 102, argues that the reformers differed from Aquinas and other 


medieval exegetes in their insistance on “the right of the text, as literally interpreted, 
to stand alone.” 


“John Gerhard, quoted in Schmid, 78. The Reformed Scholastics argued 
that “the strict literal sense” is to be followed “unless it is false”, with Turrentin 
basing this upon, among other reasons, the perspicuity of Scripture, Heppe, 37-38. 


Knott, 5-6, discusses Richard Sibbes, Richard Baxter, Gerrard Winstanley, 
John Milton and John Bunyan. He suggests that despite their differences, all five 
illustrate this commitment to plainness. 

5éBaxter, 186. 


7Quoted in Robert E. Sullivan, John Toland and the Deist Controversy 
(Cambridge, Mass and London: Harvard Univ. Press, 1982), 62. 
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be understood.”5® Scripture is suited to its audience of common men and women 
who lived long ago. He writes, 
’Tis plain that the teaching of Men Philosophy, was no part of the Design of 
Divine Revelation; but that the Expressions of Scripture are commonly suited 
in those Matters to the Vulgar Apprehensions and Conceptions of the Place 
and People where they were delivered.*9 
The Latitudinarians, building on the Puritans before them, set the tone with regard 
to simplicity of interpretation. In mathematics, astronomy and many other fields, 
complex problems were being broken down into simple answers. Biblical inter- 
preters were driven by the same desire to eliminate the complexity of the older views 
and find the plain, simple meaning of the text. 

Thus, Wesley is in the mainstream of his time when he emphasizes the plain 
sense of Scripture. He is prepared to place a great deal of emphasis on that meaning. 
He is seeking the straightforward, basic, reliable word of God. It is his understand- 
ing that the Scriptures deliver this, at least in many places, with “inimitable simplic- 
ity” and with “no laboured pomp of words.” When Wesley speaks of designing 
“plain truth for plain people” in his sermons, it is possible because the Scriptures 
provide that same sort of plain clarity themselves, and are to be interpreted 
“simply”: “But when I set aside the glosses of men, and simply considered the words 

58John Locke, The Reasonableness of Christianity, ed. 1. T. Ramsey, A 
Py of Modern Religious Thought (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press, 1958), 

Locke, Paraphrase and Notes, 1:114. 

6“On the Fall of Man,” §1I.6, Works, 2:409. 

61“The Reward of the Righteous,” §1, ibid., 3:401. 
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of God, comparing them together and endeavouring to illustrate the obscure by the 
plainer passages.” 62 

When such plain clarity is achieved in Scripture and interpreted plainly as 
well, then as little as a single passage can settle an issue. In the sermon “On Faith 
(Hebrews 11:1),” he asks whether disembodied spirits know each other after death. 
He writes, 

I answer plainly, I cannot tell. But I am certain that they do. This is as plainly 
proved from one passage of Scripture as it could be from a thousand. Did not 
Abraham and Lazarus know each other in Hades, even afar off? 

All of this discussion about the literal sense of Scripture, however, is compli- 
cated by several references to the spiritual sense of Scripture. There are also 
references to the literal sense being of lesser value than the spiritual sense. In his 
Address to the Clergy, Wesley urges a number of necessary skills, one of which is “a 
knowledge of the Scriptures.” He continues, 

So that, whether it be true or not, that every good textuary is a good Divine, it 
is certain none can be a good Divine who is not a good textuary. None else 


can be mighty in the Scriptures; able both to instruct and to stop the mouths of 
gainsayers. 


i 62 Journal for May 19, 1738, §12, ibid., 18:248. Cf. “The Witness of the 
Spirit, I,” §1.2, ibid., 1:271, where he refers to “those numerous texts of Scripture 
which describe the marks of the children of God; and that so plain that he which 
runneth may read them.” 


63511, ibid., 4:197. Cf. also “An Israelite Indeed,” §I1.3, ibid., 3:285, where 
he aul Romans 3:7 saying, “One passage is so express that there does not need 
any other.” 


64Cf. “The Marks of the New Birth,” §1.5, ibid., 1:420-21; Notes, John 6:63- 
64, Mark 4:2, II Cor. 3:6, Rom. 7:6; An Address to the Clergy, §1.2, Jackson, 10:482- 
83; “Preface” to A Short Exposition of the Ten Commandments, Extracted from 
Bishop Hopkins, ibid., 14:241; and “The Law Established Through Faith, II,” §1.3- 
4 Pone 2:35-36. Some of these refer to the “law” being dead unless interpreted 
spiritually. 
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In order to do this accurately, ought he not to know the literal meaning 
of every word, verse, and chapter; without which there can be no firm founda- 
tion on which the spiritual meaning can be built?6& 
In his Notes on John 6:63, he writes, 
It is the Spirit~The spiritual meaning of these words, by which God giveth life. 
The flesh-The bare, carnal, literal meaning, profiteth nothing. The words 
which I have spoken, they are spirit-Are to be taken in a spiritual sense. 
And-When they are so understood, they are life-That is, a means of spiritual 
life to the hearers, 
His note on II Corinthians 3:6 identifies the law as the “Jetter, from God’s literally 
writing it on the two tables” and thereby includes the whole “Mosaic dispensation.” 
He continues, 
yea, if we adhere to the literal sense even of the moral law, if we regard only the 
precept and the sanction as they stand in themselves, not as they lead us to 
Christ, they are doubtless a killing ordinance, and bind us down under the 
sentence of death.” 
According to this passage, the difference between the spiritual meaning and the 
literal meaning of a text is whether one understands the literal meaning as “leading 
to Christ.” It is not that the spiritual meaning involves a completely different gram- 
matical understanding of the words. Rather, it involves understanding the literal 
sense in the context of a larger whole. This larger whole is referred to as “Christ,” 
but also might be characterized as the totality of Scripture or the analogy of faith. 
Supporting this thesis is Wesley’s use of the term “dead letter” to refer to 
those who argue away the real meaning and spirit of a text whereby “the Word of 


God is made of none effect.”® In his note on Mark 4:2, he says 


65 An Address to the Clergy, §1.2, Jackson, 10:482-83. 

66 Notes. 

S7Tbid. 

68“The Marks of the New Birth,” §1.5, Works, 1:420-21. 
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A parable signifies, not only simile or comparison, and sometimes a proverb, 
but any kind of instructive speech, wherein spiritual things are explained and 
illustrated by natural. Prov. i. 6. “To understand a proverb, and the interpre- 
tation.”—The proverb is the literal sense, the interpretation is the spiritual: 
resting in the literal sense killeth; but the spiritual giveth life.© 

As noted above, Wesley insists on following the literal sense of the text 
unless it contradicts another Scripture or leads to an absurdity. The second question 
concerning this hermeneutical rule of Wesley’s is what constitutes a contradiction or 
absurdity? 

A contradiction exists when two or more different texts say mutually exclu- 
sive things. Ina letter to Samuel Furly Wesley says, 

The general rule of interpreting Scripture is this: the literal sense of every 
text is to be taken, if it be not contrary to some other texts. But in that case, 
the obscure text is to be interpreted by those which speak more plainly.7° 

In his reply to Furly, Wesley slides from a text that is “contrary to other texts” to 
those that are “obscure.” While a text may be obscure for other reasons, all of those 
that contradict another part of Scripture are for that very reason obscure. 

However, some contradictions are only apparent and can be resolved with- 
out leaving the literal sense. In such cases, Wesley treats the “plain, literal sense” as 
one that resolves the contradiction with the least amount of change made to the 
texts in question. In his sermon “On Sin in Believers” he is concerned to explain 
texts such as Galatians 5:17, “The flesh lusteth against the spirit, and the spirit 
against the flesh: these are contrary the one to the other.” He interprets Paul as 


saying that inward sin still exists in the believer.” But he then considers the “chief 


arguments” of those who disagree with him. The first such argument is based on 2 


© Notes. 
May 10, 1755, Works, 26:557. 
SNT.1, ibid., 1:321. 
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Corinthians 5:17, “If any man be (a believer) in Christ, he is a new creature. Old 
things are passed away; behold all things are become new.” Wesley says, 
But we must not so interpret the Apostle’s words as to make him contradict 
himself. And if we will make him consistent with himself the plain meaning of 
the words is this: his o/d judgment (concerning justification, holiness, happi- 
ness, indeed concerning the things of God in general) is now “passed away”; 
so are his o/d desires, designs, affections, tempers, and conversation. All these 
are undeniably “become new,” greatly changed from what they were. And yet, 
though they are new, they are not wholly new. 
Wesley claims that the “plain meaning” of the text is one that involves the addition 
of a crucial limitation. While Wesley does not explicitly say that this is the literal 
sense of the text, its status as “the plain meaning” has the same connotation. 
Because Paul could not possibly have contradicted himself, the correct understand- 
ing is that Paul really meant for the limitation to be applied. As noted above, this 
understanding that a correct interpretation must avoid biblical self-contradiction 
stems from the conviction of divine authorship of the text. 

Determining what Wesley means by an absurdity is somewhat more diffi- 
cult. An early unpublished sermon, “The Love of God” states the rule for 
interpretation as 

Tis true, if the literal sense of these Scriptures were absurd, and 
apparently contrary to reason, then we should be obliged not to interpret them 
according to the letter, but to look out for a looser meaning.’ 


He appears to use the term as something contrary to reason or to obvious truth.”4 


RSIV.2, ibid., 327. 


BEILS. ibid., 4:337. See also “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, I”, 


§6, Works, 1:472-73 for another reference to absurdity as a grounds for leaving the 
literal sense. 


_. "The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary gives two 
ria of the term that correspond to this. S. v. “Absurdity,” 1:11, numbers 2 
and 3. 
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The third question to be answered with regard to this hermeneutical rule is 
the question of what is the proper substitute when the literal sense is rejected? Fre- 
quently Wesley states the hermeneutical rule without specifying the alternative. All 
he says is that when absurdity or biblical contradiction prevent the use of the literal 
sense, then one is permitted to leave it. The answer to this question is not at all clear, 
but let us weigh the evidence and make the best inferences possible. 

The answers come in two types. When a text is contradictory or absurd, it 
should be “interpreted” by others that are more clear. But what happens in that 
process of interpretation? Is the original text ignored in favor of others? Is there any 
sense at all in a text that is absurd? Or does its meaning become so flexible that any 
meaning is suitable if there are other, clearer texts to support it? Unfortunately, 
Wesley does not give any indications how these questions should be answered. 

The second type of answer mentions another sense of the problematic text. 
In the sermon “The Love of God,” quoted above, Wesley refers to “a looser mean- 
ing.”?5 Perhaps the clearest indication of what he means comes in an earlier, 
unpublished sermon “On the Sabbath.” There he writes, 

Indeed, so soon as it shall be proved that there is an absurdity in taking 
this in the plain literal sense, then we shall be forced to take it in a less plain, in 
a figurative sense, and to say, “Though this is related as done at the creation, it 
was not done till the giving of manna in the time of Moses, four or five and 
twenty hundred years after the creation.” But till this absurdity be shown we 
have no pretence for giving up the letter.76 
The key words here are “figurative sense.” What does Wesley mean by this? 


An exhaustive search of his writings shows seven places in the Explanatory 


Notes Upon the New Testament where the figurative sense is mentioned. Five of 


T§IL.5, ibid., 4:337. 
7611.1, ibid., 4:272. 
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these are in Revelation where he is concerned with whether to take the images used 
there as literally true or only figurative.” On Rev. 21:15 he writes, 
In treating of all these things a deep reverence is necessary; and so is a measure 
of spiritual wisdom; that we may neither understand them too literally and 
grossly, nor go too far from the natural force of the words. The gold, the 
pearls, the precious stones, the walls, foundations, gates, are undoubtedly figu- 
rative expressions; seeing the city itself is in glory, and the inhabitants of it have 
spiritual bodies: yet these spiritual bodies are also real bodies, and the city is 
an abode distinct from its inhabitants, and proportioned to them who take up 
a finite and a determinate space. The measures, therefore, above mentioned 
are real and determinate.’8 
The other two uses of “figurative” shed more light on what Wesley might 
mean by the term. His comment on Luke 18:34 says, 
They understood none of these things-The literal meaning they could not but 
understand. But as they could not reconcile this to their pre-conceived opinion 
of the Messiah, they were utterly at a loss in what parabolical or figurative 
sense to take what he said concerning his sufferings; having their thoughts still 
taken up with the temporal kingdom.”9 
Here it seems that “figurative” is to be understood as “parabolical.” The comment 
on Luke 14:7, while not using the term “figurative,” does note that a discourse is 
called a parable because “several parts are not to be understood literally.” 
Wesley’s comment on Galatians 4:24 also contains the term “figurative.” 
He writes, 
Which things are an allegory-An allegory is a figurative speech, wherein one 
thing is expressed, and another intended 30 


_ "See Notes, Rev. 20:3 where he asks, “How far these expressions are to be 
taken literally, how far figuratively only, who can tell?” See also ibid., Rev. 5:1, 16:2, 
and 16:18. 
78 Ibid., Rev. 21:15. 
Ibid., Luke 18:34. 


8Tbid., Gal. 4:24. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


161 


While this is one matter on which Wesley’s true position cannot be stated 
with certainty, it is possible to construct a position that fits the hints he has given. 
Consider these hints laid out in the following order. When the literal sense of the text 
must be abandoned, one goes to a “looser” or “figurative” sense. Wesley never 
defines what these terms mean, but we know that parables and allegories are both 
types of figurative speech. It is plausible, then, to argue that Wesley means that, 
when the literal sense is untenable, then allegorical interpretation is acceptable. 

Indeed, there is some evidence to show that allegorical interpretation is 
acceptable to Wesley in the proper amount. While his anti-Roman tract The 
Advantage of the Members of the Church of England condemns the Romans for 
interpreting the Scriptures in “a strained and allegorical sense,”®! the “Large 
Minutes” do allow it. Question 37 asks “Are there any smaller advices relative to 
preaching, which might be of use to us?” He answers, 


Perhaps these: . . . 
(7.) Be sparing in allegorizing or spiritualizing.®2 


Later in the same work he seeks to guard against the evils of the Calvinists, and 


urges his preachers, 


Do not imitate them in screaming, allegorizing, boasting: Rather mildly 
expose these things when time serves.® 


What conclusion can be drawn from this evidence? While it is not possible 


to say anything with certainty, the most plausible conclusion is that when Wesley 


81§12, Jackson, 10:137. 


82 Minutes of Several Conversations Between the Rev. Mr. Wesley and 
Others From the Year 1744, to the Year 1789, ibid., 8:317. 


83Q. 76, ibid., 336. 
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finds the literal sense untenable, an allegorical reading is allowed if it is kept under 
tight control and does not become “strained.” 


Interpret the Text With Regard to Its Literary Context 
The third hermeneutical rule is “interpret the text with regard to its literary 

context.” Wesley makes reference to looking at a passage in its context on at least 
two occasions.*4 In two other places, he speaks about knowing the context as one 
element of correct interpretation. In his Farther Thoughts Upon Christian 
Perfection he writes, 

Try all things by the written word, and let all bow down before it. You are in 

danger of enthusiasm every hour, if you depart ever so little from Scripture; 


yea, or from the plain, literal meaning of any text, taken in connection with the 
context.85 


In his Address to the Clergy, he lists a number of ways in which divines should pre- 
pare themselves to know the Scriptures. He writes, 
Am I acquainted with the several parts of Scripture; with all parts of the Old 
Testament and the New? Upon the mention of any text, do I know the 
context, and the parallel places?86 
Wesley is aware of the many theological arguments that turn on the interpretation of 
key verses of the Bible. The rule requiring consideration of the context is an 
assertion that a verse’s true meaning is to be found only in its larger setting. Thus, 
one cannot interpret a single verse from Paul’s letters without considering the entire 
letter. While Wesley never specifies what he means by the context of a verse, some 
parts of his meaning are clear. The context clearly includes the verses immediately 
84“The Wilderness State,” §IIL.8, Works, 2:218, and A Letter to the Right 
Reverend the Lord Bishop of Gloucester, §1.12, ibid., 11:478. 
85Jackson, 11:429. 
86Tbid., 10:490. 
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surrounding the passage under consideration. It also includes any “parallel 
passages,” that is, other places in the Bible which speak of the same subject matter. 
Further, the context for Wesley ultimately refers to the entire Bible. It is clear from 
the following rule that Wesley is concerned that each verse be interpreted in a 
literary context that is as wide as possible within the Bible. 
Scripture Interprets pak fi According to the Analogy of Faith 
and by Parallel Passages 

The fourth hermeneutical rule is that “Scripture interprets Scripture, 
according to the analogy of faith and by parallel passages.” In stating this rule, 
Wesley is following a principle common to Protestant hermeneutics.®” 

There are several places where Wesley explicitly states that Scripture is the 
best interpreter of Scripture. One of these comes in his early sermon, “On 
Corrupting the Word of God.” There he writes, 

1. If then we have spoken the Word of God, the genuine, unmixed Word 
of God, and that only; 2, if we have put no unnatural interpretations upon it, 
but [have] taken the known phrases in their common, obvious sense, and where 
they were less known explained Scripture by Scripture; . . .83 

In his late sermon, “The New Creation,” he explicitly refers to “interpreting Scrip- 
ture by Scripture, according to the analogy of faith.”®9 In chapter 3 of this study 
87John Andrew Quenstedt, quoted in Schmid, 76, says, “The more obscure 
passages, which need explanation, can and should be explained by other passages 
that are more clear, and thus the Scripture itself furnishes an interpretation of the 
more obscure expressions when a comparison of these is made with those that are 
more clear; so that Scripture is explained by Scripture.” The Westminster 
Confession, Chapter 1, section IX in John H. Leith, ed., Creeds of the Churches, rev. 
ed. (Richmond, VA: John Knox, 1973), 196, says “The infallible rule of 
interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself; and therefore, when there is a 
question about the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but 
one), it must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly.” 
S8§TIT].1-2 Works, 4:250. 


89§2, ibid., 2:501. 
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there was an extended discussion of what Wesley meant by the wholeness of Scrip- 
ture and how the analogy of faith functioned as his “clue to guide me through the 
whole.” One of the conclusions reached there was that the analogy of faith func- 
tions as the rule to be used in interpreting Scripture. For Wesley, the Reformation 
principle of Scripture interpreting Scripture meant looking to the analogy of faith as 
the doctrinal marrow of the text. One should always interpret unclear places in light 
of this doctrinal understanding of the “general tenor” of the Bible. 
Similarly, the interpreter should consider parallel passages in Scripture. 
Three places where Wesley makes explicit mention of this practice have been 
located.9! Again, that crucial section from his Address to the Clergy asks 
rhetorically, “Upon the mention of any text, do I know the context, and the parallel 
places?”52 Another indication of Wesley’s reliance on this principle comes in the 
Preface to the 1746 edition of Sermons on Several Occasions. After declaring he 
wants to be Lomo unius libri, he writes, 
I then search after and consider parallel passages of Scripture, “comparing 
spiritual things with spiritual.” I meditate thereon, with all the attention and 
earnestness of which my mind is capable.’ 
What Wesley means by “parallel texts” is never fully explained. However, he 
appears to mean other texts in the Scriptures that make the same point. One example 


may suffice. In the sermon “The Witness of the Spirit, II” he devotes much space to 


%An Address to the Clergy, Jackson, 10:490. 


5!“On Corrupting the Word of God,” SIL[2.] Works, 4:249; “Preface” to 
rare Several Occasions, §5, ibid., 1:106; An Address to the Clergy, Jackson, 


92An Address to the Clergy, ibid., 10:490-91. 


93§5, Works, 1:106. In “On Corrupting the Word of God,” §IL[1.] Wesley 
refers to “producing those parallel places that express the same thing the more 
plainly,” ibid., 4:249. 
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a close exegesis of Romans 8:16, “The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, 
that we are the children of God.” He says, 
This is farther explained by the parallel text, “Because ye are sons, God 
hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying Abba, Father,”. . . 
. All these texts, then, in the most obvious meaning, describe a direct testimony 
of the Spirit.4 
Parallel passages are not restricted to similar accounts of the same event, as in the 
four gospels’ versions of the crucifixion. Rather, this principle points to the doctri- 
nal wholeness of Scripture. Places where the same subject is addressed are thereby 
parallel. In trying to understand Scripture, one ought then to use parallel passages to 
explain each other. 

This principle is sometimes formulated as a rule that clearer passages are to 
be used to explain the more obscure. This rule is first mentioned in Wesley’s 
manuscript Journal as one of several ways the Moravians deal with obscure passages 
of Scripture.°5 However, when he is debating with Peter Böhler about the 
relationship between faith and salvation, he writes, 

I first consulted the Scripture. But when I set aside the glosses of men, and 
simply considered the words of God, comparing them together and endeavour- 
ing to illustrate the obscure by the plainer passages, I found they all made 


against me. . .96 


Seventeen years later, a letter written to Samuel Furly refers to the same principle. 


He writes, 


481114, ibid., 1:289. While there are many places Wesley cites parallel 
passages, another is in “A Call to Backsliders,” §I1.2(3), ibid., 3:220. 


July 31, 1737, §4, ibid., 18:531-2. 
May 24, 1738, §12, ibid., 18:248. 
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The general rule of interpreting Scripture is this: the literal sense of every 
text is to be taken, if it be not contrary to some other texts. But in that case, 
the obscure text is to be interpreted by those which speak more plainly.%” 
The plainer passages help the interpreter understand the more obscure. How to 
distinguish the plain from the obscure is never explained by Wesley. In the same way 
that the literal sense is “plain and obvious,” obscurity of a text would be clear to all 


unbiased readers as well. 


Commandments are Covered Promises 
The fifth hermeneutical rule is “commandments are covered promises.” 

Wesley mentions this in three different places.9* Perhaps the clearest statement of his 
principle comes in the sermon “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, V.” There 
he is concerned to show the agreement between law and gospel, saying, 

Yea, the very same words, considered in different respects, are parts both of 

the law and of the gospel. If they are considered as commandments, they are 

parts of the law: if as promises, of the gospel. Thus, “Thou shalt love the Lord 

thy God with all thy heart,” when considered as a commandment, is a branch 

of the law; when regarded as a promise, is an essential part of the gospel-the 

gospel being no other than the commands of the law proposed by way of 

promises. Accordingly poverty of spirit, purity of heart, and whatever else is 


enjoined in the holy law of God, are no other, when viewed in a gospel light, 
than so many great and precious promises. .. . 


We may yet farther observe that every command in Holy Writ is only a 
covered promise.°9 
This rule allows Wesley to support his theological conceptions of holy living which 
grows out of salvation by faith. 
Wesley’s view of the relation of grace and Jaw stipulates that salvation is by 


grace alone through our faith alone. God’s grace imputes righteousness to us, and 
gr p 


May 10, 1755, ibid., 26:557. 


98“Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, V,” §I1.2-3, ibid., 1:554-55; 
“On Perfection,” §II.1, 2, 11, ibid., 3:76-77, 80; and A Letter to the Rev. Dr. 
Conyers Middleton, §11.4, Jackson, 10:73. 


“Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, V,” §II.2-3, Works, 1:554-55. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


167 


then imparts it, with our cooperation. Thus, the legalistic commandments must be 
understood as promises, because when met with faith, God’s grace will always enable 
the believer to fulfill that which has been demanded of him. 

Conversely, promises are also covered commandments. Even though Wes- 
ley nowhere states this obverse of his rule, it is implicit in the concluding sections of 
“The Witness of the Spirit, II.” There he suggests that no one should rest in any 
fruits of the Spirit without the witness of the Spirit as well. Neither should anyone 
rest in the witness of the Spirit without the fruits.!© This is typical of Wesley’s holis- 
tic theology. Those things which are promised—adoption as a child of God and the 
assurance of salvation—are also expected by God. Each act of God’s grace can be 


viewed as either a promise or commandment of God. 


Interpret Literary Devices Appropriately 
The sixth hermeneutical rule is to “interpret literary devices appropriately.” 
Into this general category should be placed a number of minor rules which all treat 
the text as a literary device pointing obliquely to another message. Three types of 
arguments are mentioned by Wesley. Two of them are mentioned in the early 


sermon, “The Love of God.” He writes, 


It is here enjoined that whatever use we make of any power which God hath 
given us, whatever act of any faculty we exert, all should tend to the glory, the 
love, of God. And it is enjoined expressly. We need not argue from a parity of 
reason—“whether ye eat or drink,” therefore, “whether ye rejoice or love.” We 
need not argue from the less to the greater—if every bodily action, which at best 
profiteth but little, how much more is every movement of our soul to be 
subordinated to the end of our being! No, we have yet a more sure word of 


direction; the very terms are, “whatever ye do.” This commandment is indeed 
exceeding broad. 101 


108V.3-4, ibid., 1:297-98. 
101811.4, ibid., 4:337. 
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Two approaches to Scripture based on literary devices are mentioned here, 
and a third is found elsewhere. The first is that arguments “by parity of reason” are 
allowed. A strictly literal interpretation of the given phrase would limit the force of 
the commandment simply to activities of eating and drinking. But Wesley is pre- 
pared to recognize the validity of an argument that would substitute other activities 
and still hold true. Parity of reason thus could be expanded to all other human 
activities-working, playing, etc. 

Another approach to Scripture applied in the passage from “The Love of 
God” quoted above is an argument from the less to the greater. This would have 
been an argument that if the commandment applies to insignificant bodily functions, 
how much more should it apply to the whole of our lives. This is not strictly literal 
interpretation. Rather, it is a way of reading the text and amplifying it by suggesting 
that the author intended to convey more than was stated. 

A third approach which falls under this category of literary devices is Wes- 
ley’s desire to pay attention to literary style. An author’s use of metonymy, 
transposition, figurative language, and other elements of style are devices that affect 
how the text is read. Thus, Wesley does not take the golden streets in Revelation 


21:21 as literally true.10%2 


Seek the Most Original Text and the Best Translation 
The seventh hermeneutical rule is “seek the most original text and the best 


translation.” The Preface to his Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament 


addresses the issue saying, 


In order to assist these in such a measure as I am able, I design, First, to 
set down the text itself, for the most part, in the common English translation, 


102 Notes, Rev. 21:15. 
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which is, in general, so far as I can judge, abundantly the best that I have seen. 
Yet I do not say it is incapable of being brought, in several places, nearer to the 
original. Neither will I affirm that the Greek copies from which this translation 
was made are always the most correct: and therefore I shall take the liberty, as 
occasion may require, to make here and there a small alteration.!®% 
Wesley understands in principle the difficulties with textual transmission and seeks 
the best Greek and Hebrew texts. Further, he is a linguist who understands that 


some translations are superior to others, and he seeks the best translation of the text. 


Conclusion 

The interpretation of Scripture is an eminently practical matter for Wesley. 
He is concerned to know “the way to heaven,” and is convinced that a correct inter- 
pretation of Scripture will reveal that. The prerequisites of the inspiration of the 
Spirit and faith prepare the reader for true understanding. While knowledge of both 
sacred and secular subjects is helpful, it is not required. Those with knowledge will 
miss the point more often than those who have faith and the Spirit guiding them. 

Rules for the interpretation of Scripture are necessary because human 
beings are fallible and need guidance. We have seen how Wesley uses a number of 
traditional rules that were widely accepted among Protestants. Other rules, such as 
“speaking as the oracles of God” are more unique to Wesley. In addition, he was 
prepared to take advantage of the emerging science of textual criticism and follow its 
conclusions where they seemed correct to him. 

In his approach to hermeneutics, Wesley was clearly in the mainstream of 
Protestant theology. He is not advocating anything unorthodox. However, his limi- 
tation of the Spirit’s guidance to the enlightenment of human reason is a significant 
revision of the Reformed principle of the internal witness of the Spirit. Wesley’s 


insistence on interpretation according to the whole Scripture is somewhat different 


103 “Preface” to Notes, §4. 
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from his contemporaries. His difference is one of emphasis rather than saying any- 
thing with which they would disagree in general. 

Several problems in Wesley’s interpretation have been noted. The most 
significant of these is the problem of interpretation when the literal sense is contra- 
dictory to other texts or absurd. It appears most probable that Wesley intends to 
suggest an allegorical reading of Scripture as the proper interpretation of such a text. 
However, the only direction Wesley provides about how allegorical interpretation 
could properly be used is to be “sparing.” When he defines allegory as “one thing 
expressed and another intended,” he opens the door to abuse. Wesley recognizes this 
potential for abuse in the criticism he aims at Roman Catholics for interpreting 
Scripture in allegorical ways. 

In Wesley’s defence, it is probabl that he would appeal to two limitations. 
First, allegory is only to be used where a literal interpretation is impossible. On 
Wesley’s understanding, the number of such texts in Scripture is very low. It is very 
rare that Wesley admits there is a contradiction or absurdity that requires a different 
reading. Second, all interpretation is subject to the analogy of faith, and so no 
“strained and allegorical” interpretation could be permitted in violation of that rule. 
Wesley’s lack of a systematic exposition of hermeneutics much uncertainty regarding 
interpretation according to the literal sense and the use of allegory. The pieces of a 
coherent position based on Wesley’s views do exist, but it is not clear how Wesley 


himself would have put them together. 
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WESLEY’S USE OF SCRIPTURE 
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CHAPTER 6 
SCRIPTURE’S FUNCTION AS AN AUTHORITY 


Wesley’s doctrine of Scripture is the first component of a balanced under- 
standing of his relationship to the Bible. The second component, how he actually 
uses the Bible, is necessary for a complete view of the matter. What a theologian 
says about Scripture may or may not be in harmony with what he or she actually 
does with Scripture. 

Under this heading, there is a functional analogue to each of the major sec- 
tions in our treatment of Wesley’s doctrine of Scripture. With regard to the author- 
ity of Scripture, we will ask about how Scripture actually authorizes his conclusions. 
For the rules of interpretation, we will ask if Wesley actually interprets Scripture 
according to those rules, or if there were others that he tacitly employs. It should be 
noted, however, that in this case our conclusions are based on a representative 
sample of Wesley’s writings (including twenty-five sermons, four books from the 


Notes, and two of his polemical writings), not on the entire corpus of his works.! 


The Authority of Scripture 
Even the casual reader of Wesley’s sermons cannot help but notice the 
abundance of Scriptural references intermixed in almost every section. This was evi- 
dent even with the older editions of his works, and the footnotes in the Bicentennial 


edition have made it even more obvious. The sheer quantity of Scriptural references 


1See Appendix 1 for a complete list of the sample used in Part II. 
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indicates that the Bible plays an important role in Wesley’s thinking and in the 
presentation of his message. 

But it is not always clear what Wesley intends by his use of Scriptural 
phrases. Such phrases appear in his published works in three different ways. 

First, Scriptural quotations are sometimes explicit. There is no doubt that 
Wesley is quoting Scripture and no doubt in the reader’s mind that the phrase comes 
from the Bible. Sometimes, Wesley employs references in his text to indicate where 
the quotation came from.” Such instances are rare, however, and usually come in 
places where he is seeking to drive home a point in a closely reasoned argument. 
Much more frequently he introduces a quotation with words such as “thus is the 
Scripture fulfilled,”? “God saith,”4 “our Lord says,”5 “St. Peter saith,” or simply 
with the names of Peter, Paul, John or “the Apostle.”” Here he is clearly marking 
the words as being of Scriptural authority by noting their author. 

Second, Wesley often sets off the words of Scriptural quotations. In the 
original editions, the quoted words were placed in italics; in subsequent editions they 
were inclosed in quotation marks. This practice is by far the most frequently used 
way in which a Scriptural quotation is placed in the text. Wesley’s quotations are not 

2For example see “The Marks of the New Birth,” §1.5, Works, 1:420 where 
he makes two such references. 

3“The Marks of the New Birth,” §II.5, ibid., 1:424. 

4“The Scripture Way of Salvation,” §III.15, ibid., 2:168. 

5“Dives and Lazarus,” §I.3, ibid., 4:7. 

&“The Marks of the New Birth,” §I1.1, ibid., 1:422. 


™The Apostle” can refer to Peter, Paul, James, or John. Cf. An Earnest 


Appeal, §A9, ibid., 11:63 where it refers to Paul, whom Wesley believed to be the 
author of Hebrews. 
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always exact, but the fact that the words are distinctively marked means that the 
reader will realize they are special. However, Wesley also highlights some phrases 
which are not Scriptural in this way.® 
Third, Wesley frequently quotes Scripture without setting off the quoted 
words in any way. Consider the following selection from “The Means of Grace”:9 
Without controversy, the help that is done upon earth, he doth it himself.!° It 
is he alone who, by his own almighty power, worketh in us what is pleasing in 
his sight.!! And all outward things, unless he work in them and by them, are 
mere weak and beggarly elements.!2 Whosoever therefore imagines there is any 
intrinsic powerin any means whatsoever does greatly err, not knowing the 
Scriptures, neither the power of God.!3 

The Bicentennial Edition identifies the citations included in this passage as being 

from Psalms, 1 John, Galatians and Matthew. In the immediately following passage 

there are five additional quotations from Scripture also not set off in any way. 

In such a case is Wesley consciously quoting Scripture? Would his quota- 
tions be recognized as such by his readers? If spoken, would any of his non-explicit 
citations of Scripture be heard as Scripture? 

Two considerations suggest that Wesley was consciously using Scripture 
and that his audience was aware that he was doing so part of the time. 

First, a theory of cultural literacy presupposes that in any given culture, the 


people who share that culture will share certain words, phrases and ideas as cultural 


See below, the discussion of Wesley’s use of the Apocrypha. 
5§11.3, Works, 1:382. 


10See Psalm 74:13 in BCP, ibid., 1:382. This and the three following 
footnotes are the work of the editors of the Bicentennial Edition. 


nI John 3:22. 
12See Galatians 4:9. 
13Matt. 22:29. 
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landmarks.'* There is no doubt that parts of the Bible were so well known by people 
in the eighteenth century that they would recognize them as biblical when they heard 
them. However, establishing a list of which parts of the Bible a majority of the peo- 
ple in eighteenth-century England would recognize is an extremely difficult, if not 
impossible, task. If parallels from nineteenth- and twentieth-century Americans are 
applicable, verses like the Ten Commandments and “Love your neighbor as your- 
self” would be included in any such list. It is much more doubtful that “weak and 
beggarly elements,”!5 used without identification in “The Means of Grace” above, 
would be readily identified as biblical. It would also be true that as Wesley’s audi- 
ences varied, its ability to recognize different verses would also vary. 

However, any literate person in the eighteenth century would have had a 
significant acquaintance with the Bible. The Bible was used as a basic text in teach- 


ing people to read in the charity schools.!° In a more traditional society, the 


14See E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to 
Know Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987), 2. Hirsch defines cultural literacy as “the 
network of information that all competent readers possess. It is the background 
information, stored in their minds, that enables them to take up a newspaper and 
read it with an adequate level of comprehension, getting the point, grasping the 
implications, relating what they read to the unstated context which alone gives 
meaning to what they read.” Hirsch then goes on to establish what Americans ought 
to know to be literate. The idea of cultural literacy could be used as a tool to 
investigate historically the level of knowledge that could be presumed by a person in 
any given historical setting. Rather than being tied to literacy, the act of reading, it 
could be tied simply to any use of language. That every functioning culture has a 
shared “network of information” which all communicators in that culture possess is 
clear. Precisely what is included in that network is a matter of historical 
investigation, and may vary widely between different groups in that culture. 


15See Galatians 4:9. 


16George Rudé, Hanoverian London, 1714-1808 (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
CA: University of California Press, 1971), 116 notes that the Charity Schools 
intended “to inculcate elementary Christian values, and prepare them for ‘service of 
the lowest kind.” While he suggests that they did not stress reading, he quotes a 
sermon preached at the Orphan Working Schoo! at Hoxton (near London) in 1760 
as saying the children should have “so much reading as every Christian who values 
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traditional source of authority would be at least more familiar than today. Thus, the 
level of familiarity Wesley would expect from his audience would be high enough to 
enable his listeners and readers to appreciate a large number of his biblical 
references. 

Second, Wesley’s personal familiarity with Scripture and his commitment to 
holiness explain why he might have used such language even if his hearers did not 
understand all of it. His acquaintance with the Bible began as a young child. His 
mother said that the Wesley children were taught the Lord’s prayer “as soon as they 
could speak” and “some portions of Scripture, as their memories could bear.”!” 
After the Epworth rectory burned in 1709, the family began the daily custom of 
having the children read to each other the Psalms appointed for the day, a chapter of 
the New Testament and a chapter of the Old Testament.!8 Wesley was taught the 
Scriptures from childhood until the time he left home at age eleven. In 1725 he 
resolved to lead a more holy life. The Holy Club at Oxford focused on common 
Bible study as one of their activities. 

Wesley’s attempt to speak as Scripture speaks must have been deliberate. 
Whereas many modern readers of the paragraph quoted above would not recognize 
the Scriptural phrases imbedded in the text, one of Wesley’s hearers or readers would 
have had a better chance at doing so. The most plausible explanation for the fre- 
quency of Scriptural quotation in Wesley’s writings is that he was following his own 


rule to “speak as the oracles of God.” 


his Bible would wish them to have.” Evidence about the level of literacy would be 
helpful to have, not only for the urban poor but for the entire country. 


Letter from Susannah Wesley to John, July 24, 1732, reprinted in Journal, 
August 1, 1742, Works, 19:288. 


18Tbid., 290. 
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One of the most interesting uses for Scripture in Wesley’s writings is a rapid 
repetition of Scriptural phrases all making the same general point. Such concatena- 
tions of Scriptural quotations are found frequently in his sermons and apologetic 
writings. Usually, they come at the end of a sermon or section that is trying to make 
a point. Consider §II.30, the closing section of “Christian Perfection.” !9 

“Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved,” both in the Jaw and in the 
prophets, and having the prophetic word confirmed unto us in the gospel by 
our blessed Lord and his apostles, “let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of 
flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God.””° “Let us fear lest” so 
many promises “being made us of entering into his rest” (which he that hath 
entered into “is ceased from his own works”) “any of us should come short of 
it.”21 “This one thing let us do: forgetting those things which are behind, and 
reaching forth unto those things which are before, let us press toward the mark 
for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus;”?? crying unto him day 


and night till we also are “delivered from the bondage of corruption into the 
glorious liberty of the sons of God.”23 


Out of 149 words in this paragraph, 104 are in Scriptural phrases. A similar 
concatenation appears in §63 of An Earnest Appeal4 
And why should it seem a thing incredible to you who have known “the 


power of God unto salvation”25—-whether he wrought thus in your soul or no 
(for “there are diversities of operations, but the same spirit”)?°-that “the dead 


_ Ibid., 2:121. The following four footnotes are the work of the editors of 
the Bicentennial Edition. 


202 Cor. 7:1. 

21Cf. Heb. 4:1, 10. 
22Cf. Phil. 3:13-14. 
23Cf. Rom. 8:21. 


; 24 Works, 11:71. The following footnotes are the work of the editors of the 
Bicentennial Edition. 


25Rom. 1:16. 
26Cf. I Cor. 12:4, 6. 
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should hear the voice of the Son of God,”27 and in that moment live? Thus he 
useth to act, to show that when he willeth, to do is present with him. “Let - 
there be light (said God), and there was light.”28 “He spake the word, and it 
was done.”29 “Thus the heavens and the earth were created, and all the hosts of 
them.” And this manner of acting in the present case highly suits both his 
power and love. There is therefore no hindrance on God’s part, since “as his 
majesty is, so is his mercy.”3! And whatever hindrance there is on the part of 
man, when God speaketh it is not. Only ask then, O sinner, “and it shall be 
given thee,”52 even the faith that brings salvation; and that without any merit 
or good work of thine, for it is “not of works, lest any man should boast.”33 
No; it is of grace, of grace alone. For “unto him that worketh not, but 
believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted to him for 
righteousness.””34 
Two points must be made to help us understand the large number of Scrip- 
tural quotations here. First, eighteenth-century common people read and heard the 
Bible differently than do most moderns. Hans Frei, in his Eclipse of Biblical 
Narrative has suggested that before the Enlightenment people regarded the Bible’s 
narrative world as normative, and viewed the world of empirical experience through 
Scriptural lenses.35 The seeds of a new perspective had been sown in Wesley’s day 
and the tensions that produced a modern world view are present in his own thought. 
Nevertheless, for him and the majority of his hearers, short phrases could evoke a 


Biblical world view that does not exist for most of us today. 


27Cf, John 5:25. 
28Gen. 1:3. 
29Cf. Ps, 33:9. 
30Cf, Gen. 2:1. 


_ UEcclus. 2:18. Note the use of this Apocryphal passage. See below under 
“Inspiration of Scripture” for Wesley’s usage of this material. 


32Matt. 7:7, etc. 
33Eph. 2:9. 
34Cf. Rom. 4:5. 
35Frei, 1-3. 
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Second, these concatenations were usually used in exhortations. They 
surely carried effective power in driving home the message of the text. When such 
phrases are used, the authority of the Bible is evoked and the power of familiarity 
gives them great persuasiveness. Wesley may simply have found that this technique 
was effective, and he used it to great advantage. 

Given the frequency with which Scriptural phrases appear in Wesley’s writ- 
ings, it is important to ask what they actually do there. How do they function in the 
content of his writing? I wish to propose five different categories into which all of his 
uses can be placed. These are textual, explanatory, definitional, narrative, and 
semantic. 

First, and perhaps most obvious, Scripture often functions as the text of a 
sermon, or the subject of his “explanatory” notes. In other words, Scripture is the 
subject of the inquiry. It is the datum to be explained or understood. 

Each of Wesley’s 151 sermons has a Scripture text at the beginning. Those 
texts function in different ways in the various sermons. Clearly, there are some ser- 
mons in which the text is only a stylistic convenience, required by the form of the 
writing but not playing a determinative role in the content.36 But for many of them, 
the text actually does function as the subject of the inquiry. Consider “The Witness 
of the Spirit, II.” It begins with Romans 8:16, “The Spirit itself beareth witness with 
our spirit, that we are the children of God.” Wesley asks, “But what is ‘the witness of 
the Spirit?” He then analyzes uaprupla and the meaning of the verse to understand 
it. Later, he argues that the text implies two witnesses, because it mentions two 

36One such example is the use of Malachi 3:7 as the text for the sermon “The 


Means of Grace” Works, 1:378. This text is nowhere mentioned in the body of the 


sermon. Its chief function is to provide the word “ordinances,” part of the question 
with which the sermon opens. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


180 


spirits.3’ The point here is not to understand Wesley’s doctrine, but to note that, 
when Scripture is quoted in such a case, it functions as the subject of explanation. 
Much of The Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament really seeks to explain 
the text. His comments on Matthew 3:1-2, for example, seek to explain the meaning 
of the terms “wilderness,” “Kingdom of God,” and “Kingdom of heaven” and what 
it means for the latter to be “at hand.” His sermon “Dives and Lazarus” amounts to 
an extended explanation of the “history” of these two biblical figures.38 Of the 
seventy-three Scripture references in the sermon, forty-eight refer to the text. 

The sermon “Original Sin” is not primarily an exposition of Genesis 6:5.°9 
Rather, it uses the text as a starting point and moves from there. At the other 
extreme is the sermon “Dives and Lazarus” where the whole sermon is an explana- 
tion of the various facets of the text. 

Second, Scripture sometimes functions as the vehicle for explaining 
something else, either another passage of Scripture, or a subject that has been raised 
from another place. Most often this means that it serves as a warrant for a conclu- 
sion about the explicandum. A formal argument is made that something must be the 
case, and the reason given is a passage of Scripture. In his letter to Bishop 
Lavington Wesley quotes the Bishop as suggesting that Wesley defines conversion as 
to “start up perfect men at once.” Wesley counters, 

A man is usually converted long before he is a perfect man. ’Tis probable most 
of those Ephesians to whom St. Paul directed his epistle were converted. Yet 

37ȘIIT.1, ibid., 1:286-88. 

3852, ibid., 4:6. Wesley regards Luke 16:19-31 as a true story, not a parable. 

39 Works, 2:172. 
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they were not “come (few, if any) to a perfect man; to the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ.” 


Here the reference to Scripture bolsters Wesley’s position that conversion and per- 
fection are different stages in the Christian life. The quoted text functions asa 
warrant for the conclusion he wants to draw. 

Third, Scripture functions as a sort of authoritative dictionary. Important 
terms in theological discussion are defined by reference to the way in which Scripture 
uses the term. Sometimes Scripture’s use of the term is sufficient to settle the issue of 
definition. One of the most crucial definitions which Wesley draws from Scripture is 
his definition of faith. He quotes Hebrews 11:1 for this purpose at least 12 times.*! 
Typical is this passage from “The Scripture Way of Salvation”: 

Faith in general is defined by the Apostle, €Aeyyos mpayydtuv où 
PreTrovévwr—“an evidence,” a divine “evidence and conviction” (the word 
means both), “of things not seen”—not visible, not perceivable either by sight or 
by any other of the external senses.*2 

Here, as elsewhere, Wesley turns to Scripture to define his terms. Once a clear Scrip- 
tural definition can be found, that often settles how the concept should be under- 
stood. Wesley was not simplistic on this score, for he could use several Scriptural 
texts to define the same term. For example, he could expand on the definition from 
Hebrews to include other concepts of faith as well: 
Faith, in general, is a divine, supernatural €Aeyyos of things not seen, not 
discoverable by our bodily senses, as being either past, future or spiritual. 
Justifying faith implies, not only a divine éAeyyos that “God was in Christ, 

40§19, ibid., 11:369. Wesley is quoting Ephesians 4:13. 

41The index to the four volumes of sermons lists twenty-six uses of Hebrews 
11:1. Of these, eight are explicit definitions of “faith.” Volume 11 of the 
Bicentennial edition of the Works includes the Appeals and related letters; of nine 


uses of Hebrews 11:1 in that volume, four are explicit definitions. 


428111, ibid., 2:160. 
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reconciling the world unto himself,” but a sure trust and confidence that Christ 
died for mysins, that he “loved me and gave himself for me.”4 


The conviction of the unseen world includes the trust and confidence that Scripture 
elsewhere describes as faith. 

Fourth, Scripture serves as a narrative storehouse, from which stories, char- 
acters and events can be used as illustrations or allusions in his work. In An Earnest 
Appeal he writes, 

And not being suffered to preach it in the usual places, we declare it wherever a 
door is opened, either on a mountain or plain or by a river side (for all which 
we conceive we have sufficient precedent), or in a prison, or as it were in the 
house of Justus or the school of one Tyrannus.“ 
Here Wesley mentions the stories of Paul being opposed by the Jews and thus going 
to preach to the Gentiles in the house of Justus in Corinth, or the school of 
Tyrannus in Ephesus. The stories are not recounted, but merely alluded to as pro- 
viding precedent for his own activity of field preaching. It should be noted that these 
stories were presumed to be familiar to Wesley’s learned audience, and that the 
allusion would suffice to press his point. 

Fifth, Scripture can provide the words and phrases to make a point that 
could easily have been made in other words without a change in meaning. I have 
called this a semantic use of Scripture, because it is a substitution of words to take 
advantage of the authority associated with their source. 

What happens in this case is that the use of Scriptural words gives an added 
dimension that is often unstated. This is by far the most common of the functions 
Scripture plays in Wesley’s preaching and writing. In the sample analyzed for this 
study, there were a total of 2,181 Scriptural references. Of these, 1,664 or 76% were 

8A Farther Appeal, Part I, §1.4, ibid., 11:106-7. The quotations are from 2 
Corinthians 5:19 and Galatians 2:20. 


4570, ibid., 11:75. Wesley is referring to Acts 18:7 and Acts 19:9. 
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of this type. Consider Wesley’s discussion of sanctification in “The Scripture Way of 


Salvation.” He writes, 

From the time of our being “born again”*> the gradual work of sanctifi- 
cation takes place. We are enabled “by the Spirit” to “mortify the deeds of the 
body,”46 of our evil nature. And as we are more and more dead to sin, we are 
more and more alive to God. We go on from grace to grace, while we are care- 
ful to “abstain from all appearance of evil,” and are “zealous of good 
works,” “as we have opportunity doing good to all men”; while we walk in 
all his ordinances blameless,*° therein worshipping him in spirit and in truth;5! 
while we take up our cross and deny ourselves*? every pleasure that does not 
lead us to God.*3 

In this example, Wesley has made a semantic use of eight different passages of Scrip- 
ture. Five of these are set off by quotation marks, but three are not. None of them 
is introduced by a phrase that identifies the passage as Scripture. Rather, it is 
assumed that these are known to be such. In semantic use, Wesley employs Scrip- 
tural words and phrases to make his point. The same content could be delivered in 
other words, but the unspoken message of Scriptural authority would be missing. 
This use of Scripture is Wesley’s single most distinctive pattern. It is neither 
a form of argument nor a form of narration. Rather, it provides Wesley with a kind 


of language that evokes respect because what is being spoken consists of phrases 


45John 3:3. 

46Cf. Rom. 8:13. 
47] Thess. 5:22. 
48Titus 2:14. 

49Cf. Gal. 6:10. 
5oCf. Luke 1:6. 
*1$ee John 4:23, 24. 
52Cf. Matt. 16:24. 


53§1.8, Works, 2:160. Footnotes 46-51 are from the Bicentennial Edition. 
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from the Bible. It is possible that we are here dealing with a kind of sanctified lan- 
guage for those who are in the process of sanctification. It is possible that, in 
Wesley’s view, the more one uses biblical words and phrases, the more one is 
counted as being influenced by the Holy Spirit. While there is no direct evidence for 
this in Wesley’s writings, it would be interesting to analyze the writings of Wesleyan 
converts to determine whether this use of Scripture was more characteristic of their 
language after their experience of justification than before that experience. 

These five uses of Scripture all amount to appeals to the authority of Scrip- 
ture. Each use calls on Scripture to authorize Wesley’s points in different ways. The 
textual use is a corollary to his decision to write theological treatises in sermonic 
form. Scripture forms Wesley’s literary starting point in each case. At times it also 
forms his starting point in content, as many of his sermons seek to take a particular 
text with utter seriousness and understand how that can be true. 

The explanatory use of Scripture calls on its authority to explain other 
Scriptures or justify conclusions. Here Wesley claims, in effect, that the Word of 
God is the source of our doctrine, and what it teaches is to be accepted. 

The definitional use of Scripture plays another role in theological argument. 
Terms are often used with different understandings in mind. By appealing to Scrip- 
ture as the source for correct definitions, Wesley can influence the outcome of the 
discussion. The definition of faith is a crucial example, here. There are a number of 
reasons why Wesley prefers a definition of faith as a type of sense.*5 But Wesley’s 
argument is strengthened by the fact that he can quote Hebrews 11:1 and say that it 


is the authoritative definition. 


%I am indebted to Prof. John Deschner for this suggestion. 
55See Matthews, chapters 4 and 5. 
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Wesley’s narrative use of Scripture, infrequent as it is, still is authoritative 
because he is constantly looking for Scriptural and early church precedents for his 
actions. If the apostles had done it, then it must be permissible for the Methodists to 
do it as well. 

The authoritative aspect of the semantic use of Scripture is harder to ascer- 
tain. Precisely because it is without introduction it is unclear what it seeks to do. On 
the assumption argued above that Wesley’s audience would recognize these as Scrip- 
tural phrases, it would lend authority to what he said because these were words from 
the Bible. 

At a deeper level, it is possible to argue that Wesley is inviting his listeners 
into a different world view. Hans Frei, in his Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, has 
argued that during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was a shift away 
from seeing the world through the Bible’s perspective. Instead, newly secular men 
and women looked at the Bible from a different world view and found it strange. 
This use of Scripture is Wesley’s rear guard action for continuing to reinforce a bibli- 
cal world view when the culture in general was moving another direction. 

In comparison with his doctrine of Scripture, Wesley’s use is consistent. He 
argues that Scripture should be the source and the norm for Christian teaching and 
practice, and we find that to be the case. Wesley quotes Scripture frequently, and 
uses it in five different ways to authorize his conclusions. Many times, Wesley takes 
extreme positions based on his understanding of “the plain sense of the text.” Scrip- 


ture was understood both to permit and compel such conclusions. 
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There are two ways to test Wesley’s doctrine of inspiration. The first is to 
examine instances in which he explicitly appeals to the inspired nature of the text. 
The second is to ask about his use of other, non-inspired literary material. 

The appeal to the inspiration of Scripture functioned to establish or to 
reinforce its authority. In a letter to William Law Wesley writes, 

In matters of religion I regard no writings but the inspired. Tauler, 
Behmen, and an whole army of Mystic authors are with me nothing to St. 
Paul. In every point I appeal “to the law and the testimony,” and value no 
authority but this.56 
As Wesley opposes Law’s shift to a more philosophical and mystical religion, he 
insists that the inspired character of Scripture made it more authoritative than any 
human beings. In the heat of controversy, he uses hyperbole, declaring that inspired 
authors are the only authorities he values. 
However, two other references illustrate that Wesley sees a human side to 
Scripture. In the sermon “What is Man?” Wesley says that the inspired writer of 
Psalm 8 left certain vital themes out of the account. He says we may cure a fear that 
arises while reading the Psalm 
by considering what David does not appear to have taken at all into his 
account, namely, that the body is not the man; that man is not only a house of 
clay, but an immortal spirit; a spirit made in the image of God, an incorrupt- 
ible picture of the God of glory; a spirit that is of infinitely more value than the 
whole earth; of more value than the sun, moon, and stars put together; yea, 
than the whole material creation.*’ 

The inspired author of the psalm is understood not to have told the whole story, to 


have left out an important matter which could lead to misunderstanding. 


January 6, 1756, Telford, 3:332. 
57§11.5 Works, 3:460. 
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Wesley’s note on Acts 21:20 considers the discussion about the application 
of the law to Gentile Christians at the Jerusalem Conference. For Wesley, it is clear 
that the ceremonial part of the law was abolished by the ministry of Christ. Wesley 
expresses astonishment that the apostles could even discuss such an obvious matter. 
He cannot believe that all of them, with the single exception of St. Paul, did not 
know that the Mosaic dispensation had been abolished.*® 

Taken together, these three instances illustrate Wesley’s conception of inspi- 
ration. On the one hand, Wesley is adamant that the text is inspired and therefore 
without error. It is trustworthy and its authority derives from its inspiration. On the 
other hand, Wesley occasionally sees the human side of the text and acknowledges 
that the human channels of inspiration have some effect on it. 

However, it should be noted that in neither of the two latter cases does 
Wesley admit error in the Bible. In the first example Wesley is not saying that the 
Psalmist was wrong, only that there are other arguments which can answer the ques- 
tion better. In the second example, he is astonished at the facts but does not argue 
with them. While the apostles may have been inspired in the writing of Scripture, 
they were not necessarily inspired to be correct at every stage of their doctrinal delib- 
erations. Indeed, Wesley’s picture of the purity of the Early Church eventually 
included an understanding that the mystery of evil had crept in during apostolic 
times. There is no error here, only some characteristics that result from the human 
instruments God chose to use. 

Second, we must look at how Wesley uses non-inspired texts. Does he 
quote them at all? If so does he use them in ways that are similar to Scripture? Are 


there any differences in the ways that such material is used? 


58 Notes, Acts 21:20. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


188 


In the sample on which this study of Wesley’s use of Scripture is based, there 
are two kinds of material, in addition to Scripture, that Wesley quotes as being 
authoritative: the Apocrypha and secular literature.° 

The first type of material used authoritatively consists of quotations from 
the Apocrypha, specifically those books regarded as canonical Old Testament mate- 
rial by the Roman Catholic Church. These books are not included in the biblical 
canon by Protestants or Jews. Orthodox Christians call them “Deutero-Canonical,” 
including them as part of the Bible but placing them “on a lower footing than the 
rest of the Old Testament.” 

Wesley’s attitude toward the Apocrypha is not easy to ascertain. The rele- 
vant evidence consists of two types: his use of Apocryphal texts, and the teachings 
of the Church of England, which he often defended in general. 

Wesley’s use of the Apocrypha can be understood by reference to eleven in- 
stances that occur within the sample of works analyzed for this study.§! In all of his 
sermons, there are only fifty-two such uses. Of these thirty-five refer to the Book of 
l 59One could include in this category statements of Christian teaching from 
the early Church and from the Church of England. However, Wesley explicitly 
acknowledges the role played by these sources, and we will leave that discussion for 
another place. These sources are discussed in Chapter 4, and their uses in Chapter 7. 


“Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church (Harmondsworth, UK and 
Baltimore, MD: Penguin Books, 1963), 208-9. 


61They are as follows: 

Ecclesiasticus 2:12--The Circumcision of the Heart, §1.9, Works, 1:406. 

Ecclesiasticus 2:18--Earnest Appeal, §63, ibid., 11:71. 

Ecclesiasticus 34:21--“The Use of Money,” §1.4, ibid., 2:272. 

Ecclesiasticus 41:1-4--“Dives and Lazarus,” §II.4, ibid., 4:13. 

Ecclesiasticus 44:1-7--“The Means of Grace,” §I.4, ibid., 1:379. 

Wisdom 1:12-- Earnest Appeal, §51, ibid., 11:64, “Christian Perfection,” 
§1.4, ibid., 2:102, “Dives and Lazarus,” §IIE.2, ibid., 4:16, “On the Wedding 
Garment,” §11, ibid., 4:144. 

Wisdom 1:13--“The New Creation,” §17, ibid., 2:509. 

Wisdom 9:15--“The Image of God,” §II.1, ibid., 4:298. 
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Wisdom, with Wisdom 9:15 being Wesley’s favorite verse in the Apocrypha. He 
quotes it eleven times. 

The significance of these uses lies not in their number, but in the way in 
which Wesley quotes from this material. Wesley’s use of Apocryphal texts is very 
similar to his use of canonical texts in three respects. First, he uses Apocryphal texts 
in a semantic way side by side with canonical texts. Frequently there is no formal 
distinction to indicate they are from different types of sources. Consider §51 of An 
Earnest Appeal where he writes, 

Bear with me yet a little longer: my soul is distressed for you. “The god 
of this world hath blinded your eyes,” and you are “seeking death in the error 
of your life.” 

Here one quote from 2 Corinthians is used semantically, and placed in quotation 
marks. In the same sentence the quote from Wisdom is used in the same way and 
also placed in quotation marks, The uses of the two texts are identical. 

In another place, two texts are paired without using quotation marks. In 
“On the Wedding Garment” he writes, 

From the very time that the Son of God delivered this weighty truth to 
the children of men, that all who had not the wedding garment would be cast 


into outward darkness, where are weeping and gnashing of teeth,® the enemy 
of souls has been labouring to obscure it, that they might still seek death in the 


®To arrive at these numbers, I have relied on the “Scriptural Index” in 
volume 4 of the Bicentennial edition. From this list I then excluded footnotes where 


the text ey sonia only in the footnote, and those references where a canonical text 
was listed first as the most likely referent. 


®Cf. 2 Cor. 4:4. This footnote and the Scriptural reference in the following 
one are from the editors of the Bicentennial Edition. 


Cf. Wisdom 1:12, Works, 11:64. 


_ Matt. 22:13, etc. This and the following footnote are from the editors of 
the Bicentennial Edition. 
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error of their life,6° and many ways has he tried to disguise the holiness without 
which we cannot be saved.® 


Here the same conclusion about identical usage must be drawn, only without quota- 
tion marks. In other instances, a passage from Ecclesiasticus is used with passages 
from 1 Corinthians and Ecclesiastes; Wisdom 1:12 is used with Isaiah 5:20.68 
Second, there is one place where Wesley explicitly cites a passage from an 
Apocryphal text in his sermon. Of all his sermons, this one has the most references 
provided by Wesley himself—fifty-nine. One of these is a translation of the Greek 
word €Aeyyos given in the text. All the rest refer to Scriptural texts, with the excep- 
tion of Wisdom 2:13-16. 
The world in general were offended, “because they testified of it that the works 
thereof were evil” (John 7:7). The men of pleasure were offended, not only 
because these men were “made,” as it were, “to reprove their thoughts” (“He 
professeth,” said they, “to have the knowledge of God; he calleth himself the 
child of the Lord;” “his life is not like other men’s; his ways are of another 
fashion; he abstaineth from our ways, as from filthiness; he maketh his boast 
that God is his Father”) (Wisdom 2:13-16); but much more because so many of 
their companions were taken away and would no more “run with them to the 
same excess of riot” (1 Peter 4:4). 
Here Wesley cites an Apocryphal book in exactly the same manner as his canonical 
references. This raises the question whether Wesley recognized a distinction in status 
between canonical and apocryphal books. Albert Outler correctly remarks, 
Note how casually Wesley resorts to an apocryphal text; the line between 
canonical and apocryphal Scripture is by no means absolute.” 
66Wisdom 1:12. 
67§11, Works, 4:144. 


68“The Circumcision of the Heart,” §1.9, ibid., 1:406; and “Christian 
Perfection,” §I.4, ibid., 2:102. 


69“Scriptural Christianity,” §I1.5, ibid., 1:167. 
2}bid., 2:130, footnote 18. 
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More light can be shed on the nature of that dividing line by considering the 
doctrine of the Church of England. As in many other matters of worship and doc- 
trine, the Church takes a middle position between Protestant and Catholic views of 
the Apocryphal books. Article VI says, 

the other Books (as Hierome saith) the Church doth read for example of life 

a oetruehon of manners; but yet doth it not apply them to establish any 
In accordance with this, the “Proper Lessons to be Read at Morning and Evening 
Prayer on the Sundays and other Holy-days throughout the Year” includes readings 
from Wisdom and Ecclesiasticus. However, they are not assigned for ordinary Sun- 
days, but only for special “Holy-days.” For example, the Old Testament readings 
for the feast day of the Conversion of Saint Paul are Wisdom 5 and 6. In addition to 
these two books, “The Kalendar” [sic] includes readings from Tobit, Judith, and 
Baruch.”! The Authorized Version included the Apocrypha as an appendix, follow- 
ing a precedent set by the Coverdale and Geneva versions. In 1615 Archbishop 
Abbot “forbade any to issue the Bible without the Apocrypha, on pain of one year’s 
imprisonment.”?2 While the Puritans opposed reading the Apocrypha at all,”3 the 
Restoration assured that it would be included in the printing of Bibles in England. 

Thus, while they are not Scripture, Apocryphal books are used as lessons by 
the Church in the same way as Scriptural books. The Apocryphal lessons appear in 
the list for “holy-day” readings as well as in the daily table of readings. According to 


71BCP, [15}-[19]. 


12F, F. Bruce, The English Bible: A History of Translations (New York: 
Oxford, 1961), 110. 


_ PThe Westminster Confession says that they “are no part of the Canon of 
the Scripture; and therefore are of no authority in the Church of God, nor to be any 
ar approved, or made us of, than other human writings.” Chapter 1, section 

> 1n Leith, ; 
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Article VI, those texts are read not for doctrinal instruction but for moral example. 
However, it would be difficult to distinguish those different purposes when the texts 
are treated exactly alike in the liturgy. This may be a distinction in doctrine without 
any difference in practice. 
Two of Wesley’s editorial works will shed light on his use of the Apocrypha. 
While not included in the sample analyzed for Part II of this study, Wesley’s practice 
in these two cases is significant. His “Sunday Service,” the revision of the Book of 
Common Prayer for the American Methodists, reproduces Article VI with the omis- 
sion of the section on the Apocrypha. Further, Wesley omits the list of “Holy-days” 
and “The Kalendar” from the American lectionary and thus excludes all of the 
readings from the Apocrypha. This editorial work does not provide sufficient 
grounds for firm conclusions about Wesley’s view of the Apocrypha. He could have 
eliminated these tables for any number of reasons, only one of which would have 
been a rejection of the Apocrypha even for “example of life and instruction of 
manners,” 
The second such work is Wesley’s 1746 Lessons for Children. In this book, 

Wesley has abridged many parts of the Old Testament and divided them into short 
lessons. In the Preface he says, 

Saleh Udi Portoa of Sctipeure, sacha Childcen way the mien cagly 

understand, and such as it most concerns them to know. These are set down in 

the same Order, and (generally) the same Words, wherein they are delivered by 


the Spirit of God.”4 


His Journal for December 8, 1746, refers to this work as “consisting of the most 


practical Scriptures.”75 


"John Wesley, Lessons for Children (London: Farley, 1746-54). 
75 Works, 20:151. 
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In Part IV, lessons 52-61 are taken from Wisdom and lessons 61-82 from 
Ecclesiasticus. In no other place in the Wesley corpus does Wesley specifically label 
a body of quotations from Apocryphal books as Scripture. Here he clearly does. 
The Preface refers to all of the lessons, including those from the two Apocryphal 
books, as Scripture delivered by the Spirit of God. They are called “Words of Eter- 
nal Life.” There are no formal marks to distinguish these lessons from those taken 
from canonical books. In short, this book is a clear statement that Wesley viewed 
the Apocrypha as part of Scripture. 

In subscribing and frequently appealing to the Thirty-nine Articles and 
Book of Common Prayer, Wesley presumably supported the secondary status for 
the Apocrypha. All eleven of the Apocryphal texts cited by Wesley appear in the 
table of “Proper Lessons” or “Kalendar.” It would appear that in his treatment of 
Apocryphal texts, Wesley was following the teaching and practice of the Church of 
England. There was no formal difference in his treatment of Scriptural and Apoc- 
ryphal texts, and yet Wesley could argue that the latter were used not for doctrinal 
purposes but “for example of life and instruction of manners.” 

Wesley might argue that these lessons, professedly written for use with chil- 
dren, are a prime example of using the Apocrypha in that way. However, in all of his 
other writings, Wesley’s use of the Apocrypha is also indistinguishable from his use 
of Scripture. Outler’s assessment that Wesley “casually” resorts to an Apocryphal 
text is an understatement. Wesley occasionally treats the Apocrypha as Scripture. 

The second type of material used in a semantic manner by Wesley is literary 
quotations. In the sample of material we are considering, there are 50 quotations 
from such sources. Thirty of these are from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 


English sources such as Milton and Alexander Pope, and twenty are from classical 
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sources such as Virgil, Horace and Plato.’° These should be considered in three 


categories. 


First, there are those uses of literary sources that are semantic in the same 
way that his use of Scripture is semantic. These quotations are without specific 
attribution and easily fit in the flow of the text. It would be possible to say the same 
thing in different words without having used the quotation at all. For example, in 
“The Great Assize” Wesley quotes Milton in this way: 


And, indeed, if the whole lives of all the children of men were not manifestly 
discovered, the whole amazing contexture of divine providence could not be 
manifested; nor should we yet be able in a thousand instances to “justify the 
ways of God to man.”77 


In another example, Wesley makes the same use of literary sources, but 
instead of setting them off with quotation marks he indents them in the text. Wesley 


is even capable of giving the quotation in Latin or Greek, sometimes without 


translation. 


While not the fabled Rhadamanthus, but the Lord God Almighty, who 
knoweth all things in heaven and earth, 

Castigatque, auditque dolos; subigitque fateri 

Quae quis apud superos, furto laetatus inani, 

Distulit in seram commissa piacula mortem.”® 


76His sources (in order of frequency within this sample) are Milton, Charles 
Wesley, Virgil, Horace, Matthew Prior, Alexander Pope, Isaac Watts, Plato, 
Diogenes Laertius, George Herbert, Ovid, Quintillian, Thomas Otway, Cicero, 
Homer, Seneca, Hadrian, James Thomson, Samuel Wesley, Samuel Wesley, Jr., 
Suetonius, Lucretius, L. Annaeus Florus, and John Dryden. 


11 Paradise Lost, i. 26. quoted in §II.10, Works, 1:364-65. 


Virgil, Aeneid, vi. 567-69, quoted in “The Great Assize,” §II.5, ibid., 1:362. 
Outler’s footnote 41 gives Wesley’s own translation from another source, with the 
addition of the preceding line: 

O’er these drear realms stern Rhadamanthus reigns, 
Detects each artful villain, and constrains 

To own the crimes, long veiled from human sight: 
In vain! Now all stand forth in hated light. 
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Both of these quotations fit the semantic type of usage. They flow naturally 
into the sentence Wesley is writing and are used without attribution. In “The Great 
Assize,” he quotes Milton in a way that is formally indistinguishable from his 
Scriptural quotations. For some, the familiarity of Milton and the religious content 
of Paradise Lost would make it hard to tell if the passage is Scriptural or not. 

The second type of usage for literary material is where Wesley quotes it with 
attribution. In An Earnest Appeal, he quotes Suetonius, “If a day passes without 
doing good, may one not well says with Titus: ‘Amici, diem perdidi?” Here Wesley 
is using a literary text of which he approves to make a point. In a similar way, he 
uses two lines he attributes to Hesiod to show that even a pagan can see the truth 
sometimes. In “The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” he writes, 


Hence many hundred years before our Lord was born, the Greek poet uttered 
that great truth, 


Millions of spiritual creatures walk the earth 
Unseen, whether we wake, or if we sleep.®° 


Here Wesley has offered a literary quotation as evidence in his argument that while 
reason can produce “a shadowy persuasion of a spiritual world,” yet it is far from 
the clear knowledge given by the Scriptures. The same text from Milton (also 
attributed to Hesiod) is used in An Earnest Appeal where Wesley uses it as evidence 
to support a different claim, that even a heathen like Hesiod can know that there is a 
spiritual world, and yet suggest that Wesley’s audience does not know much about 
Wesley gives a footnoted translation, “My friends, I have lost a day.” The 
editors of the Bicentennial edition cite Suetonius, The Lives of the Caesars, Book 


VIII, “The Deified Titus,” §viii, quoted at Works, 11:52. 
80§IT.1, ibid., 2:593, quoting Milton, Paradise Lost, iv. 677-78. 
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it.8! In both places this text is used as a warrant in an argument not that there is a 
spiritual world, but that others believe it to be the case. 

A third type of usage for literary material is the negative one where Wesley 
attributes a quotation to someone only to deny its truth. Several times he quotes 
someone as giving a position held by his opponents, and either by association or by 
argument tears it down. In his sermon “Original Sin,” he talks about “the pride of 
life” as a sin and says that men love honor. He continues, 

Yea, eminent Christians, so called, make no difficulty of adopting the saying of 
the old, vain heathen, Animi dissoluti est et nequam negligere quid de se 
homines sentiant.®2 “Not to regard what men think of us is the mark of a 
wicked and abandoned mind.” So that to go calm and unmoved “through 
honour and dishonour, through evil report and good report,”® is with them a 
sign of one that is indeed “not fit to live; away with such a fellow from the 
earth.”®4 But would one imagine that these men had ever heard of Jesus Christ 
or his apostles?85 
In this passage Wesley introduces the quotation from Cicero and opposes it in three 
ways. First, it is attributed to the “vain heathen” in the middle of a discussion about 
the sin of pride. This already suggests that what follows is not exemplary. Second, it 
is immediately countered with a Scripture passage which suggests that one should do 
the opposite. The third method is sarcasm wherein Wesley suggests total ignorance 


of the Gospel. 


81§10, ibid., 11:48. 


f 82The editors of the Bicentennial Edition identify this as a paraphrase of 
er cake De Officiis, U.xxviii.99. This and the following two footnotes are from that 
edition. 


832 Cor. 6:8, using the translation from the Notes. 
84Cf. Acts 22:22. 
85§1T.11, Works, 2:182. 
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One similarity and two differences can be noted between Wesley’s use of 
Scripture and his use of literary material. The similarity is that Wesley uses literary 
material semantically and without attribution, just as he does Scripture. While one 
might be tempted to describe his use of Scripture as “authoritative” and his use of 
literary texts “illustrative,” there are no formal grounds for doing so. This distinc- 
tion might require us to say that when Wesley is using Scripture semantically, he is 
doing no more than illustrating his text with familiar and moving words. 

However, the source of the words is an important factor that adds to what- 
ever formal characteristics can be noted. Milton’s Paradise Lost is quoted 
approvingly many times, and never used in a negative way. Wesley’s intention with 
regard to the text must be separated from its perception by his audience. Whereas 
an educated audience might recognize the difference between a quotation from 
Milton and one from Romans, many of his hearers presumably would not. Wesley 
uses non-Scriptural sources only in illustrative ways. 

Second, there is a significant difference in the quantity of material used. 
Scripture quotations permeate Wesley’s writings so that few pages lack at Jeast one 
citation. On the other hand, there are entire sermons where literary material is 
absent. 

Third, Wesley quotes literary material in a negative light with Scripture to 
oppose it. In such cases, the interpretation of Scripture need not be argued against 
the literary material, but simply be stated to contradict it. In contrast, when Scrip- 
tural passages were used in counterpoint to each other, the conflict raised a problem 

and the interpretation needs to be argued. 

What does this consideration of Wesley’s use of Apocryphal and literary 
texts say about Wesley’s doctrine of inspiration? The most important conclusion is 


that Wesley’s use of authoritative texts is significantly more flexible than his doc- 
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trine. His willingness to quote from Apocryphal and literary sources in a manner 
parallei to his use of Scripture suggests that these books are to be highly valued and 
used. Wesley found religious truth in many places, not only in Christian literature 
like Milton but also in enlightened pagans such as Virgil. His frequent use of this 
illustrative material is an attempt to communicate his message by using whatever 
helps are available. 

Another conclusion tempers the importance of these non-Scriptural sources. 
The position of the Church of England’s Article VI on the use of the Apocrypha 
helps explain Wesley’s practice here. He never uses non-canonical material in a 
formal argument. Rather, all his references are semantic; they fit the description in 
Article VI of “example of life and instruction of manners.” While his use of Wisdom 
and Ecclesiasticus in Lessons for Children crosses the boundary and labels these 
books as Scripture, Wesley could still argue that he is only following Article VI. 


However, his practice has blurred the line that his conception drew quite clearly. 


The Infallibility of Scripture 

The test of a doctrine of infallibility lies in whether any errors in Scripture 
are admitted to exist, and, if not, how the many “problem” texts are handled. Such 
texts have been obvious to every serious commentator on Scripture, and have 
received a variety of solutions down through the centuries. 

Wesley rarely admits that there even are such problem texts in Scripture. 
However, there are two places within our sample where he recognizes problems and 
comes close to admitting the presence of error. 

In his comment on Matthew 1:1, Wesley mentions the problem of differ- 
ences in the genealogies given in Matthew and Luke. He writes, 


If there were any difficulties in this genealogy, or that given by St. Luke, which 
could not easily be removed, they would rather affect the Jewish Tables, than 
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the credit of the Evangelists: for they act only as historians, setting down these 
genealogies, as they stood in those public and allowed records. Therefore they 
were to take them as they found them. Nor was it needful they should correct 
the mistakes, if there were any. For these accounts sufficiently answer the end 
for which they are recited. They unquestionably prove the grand point in view, 
that Jesus was of the family from which the promised Seed was to come. And 
they had more weight with the Jews for this purpose, than if alterations had 
been made by inspiration itself. For such alterations would have occasioned 
endless disputes between them and the disciples of our Lord.*6 

Three points are significant about this comment. First, Wesley never admits 
there is error in the text. He says, “If there were any difficulties” and “if there were 
any” mistakes. Never does Wesley admit that those difficulties actually exist. 

Second, he goes on to explain why such mistakes could still exist in an 
inspired text. Inspiration could have corrected these mistakes, but such correction 
was unnecessary. The purposes for which the gospels were written were better 
served by simply transmitting the records, even with their flaws, so that needless dis- 
putes with the Jews could be avoided. The writers of the Gospels did not make the 
mistake; rather, they were forced to repeat commonly believed mistakes in order to 
convince their audience. Thus, an incorrect statement is not necessarily an error 
which would indicate a lack of divine inspiration. 

Third, Wesley as usual has in mind “the grand point” and does not want to 
be bothered with minor details. He is concerned that Jesus really was from the fam- 
ily mentioned in the prophecies, and as long as the texts succeed in establishing that 
point, “minor” inconsistencies are to be left alone. 

The other place where Wesley finds a significant problem with Scripture 
comes in the sermon “Free Grace.” In this sermon Wesley is at some pains to 
counter those Calvinist evangelicals who preached predestination, notably George 


Whitefield. The sermon is sharply polemical in tone and seeks to counter his 


86 Notes. 
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opponents first by eliminating the possibility of any middle ground, what Wesley 
refers to as “the election of grace.”87 He then makes seven arguments against the 
doctrine of double predestination. While four of these are based on experience, e.g., 
the tendencies of the doctrine to destroy holiness, two of them clearly refer to the 
interpretation of Scripture. One argument says that the doctrine makes Scripture 
contradict itself. In this part Wesley lists numerous biblical texts presumed to favor 
his opponents, and then gives his own text with the statement that his represents the 


whole message of the Bible. He writes, 


For instance: the asserters of this doctrine interpret that text of Scripture, 
“Jacob have I loved, but Esau have I hated,”88 as implying that God in a literal 

sense hated Esau and all the reprobated from eternity. Now what can possibly 

be a more flat contradiction than this, not only to the whole scope and tenor of 

FRE a but also to all those particular texts which expressly declare, “God is 
ove”? 


Wesley repeats this pattern several times. He then argues that the doctrine is blas- 
phemous because it destroys the attributes of God. Then he makes a crucial point 
about the interpretation of Scripture: 


You represent God as worse than the devil-more false, more cruel, more 
unjust. But you say you will “prove it by Scripture.” Hold! What will you 
prove by Scripture? That God is worse than the devil? It cannot be. Whatever 
that Scripture proves, it never can prove this. Whatever its true meaning be, 
this cannot be its true meaning. Do you ask, “What is its true meaning, then?” 
If I say, “I know not,” you have gained nothing. For there are many Scrip- 
tures the true sense whereof neither you nor I shall know till death is swallowed 
up in victory.’ But this I know, better it were to say it had no sense at all than 
to say it had such a sense as this. It cannot mean, whatever it mean besides, 
that the God of truth isa liar. Let it mean what it will, it cannot mean that the 
Judge of all the world is unjust. No Scripture can mean that God is not love, 


87“Free Grace,” §5, Works, 3:545. 
88Rom. 9:13, quoting Mal. 1:2-3. 
891 John 4:16. §20, Works, 3:552. 
901 Cor. 15:54. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


201 


or that his mercy is not over all his works.9! That is, whatever it prove beside, 
no Scripture can prove predestination.5? 


Wesley’s clear preference is to admit that a particular text has an unknown meaning 
before he will accept its literal sense, if that sense implies predestination. 

But note that there is no discussion of error here. He does not say that the 
text from Malachi quoted in Romans is wrong, that God really did love Esau and 
the prophet somehow got it wrong. Rather, he suggests that we simply don’t know 
what the prophet meant and will not know until the end of time. 

The conclusion to be drawn from all this is that Wesley will not admit error 
in the text under any circumstances. He prefers meaninglessness to a meaning that 
acknowledges a contradiction within the Bible. In actuality, however, Wesley never 
claims a text is meaningless. In cases where the literal sense causes a contradiction, a 
different interpretation is to be sought within the framework of the whole Scripture. 
Wesley’s point with regard to predestination is that the whole Bible’s view of God’s 


grace must determine the meaning of any particular verse. 


The Sufficiency of Scripture 
With regard to Scripture’s sufficiency, two patterns of use indicate that 
Wesley’s use is in accordance with his doctrine. The first is that Wesley frequently 
bases a doctrinal position on the “plain word” of Scripture without regard to other 
factors at all. His controversial doctrine of the witness of the spirit has as its chief 
argument “the plain, natural meaning of the text, ‘The Spirit itself beareth witness 
with our spirit, that we are the children of God.’”93 The rest of “The Witness of the 


91Psalms 145:9. 
92826, Works, 3:556. 
S3§III.1, “The Witness of the Spirit, I” ibid., 1:288. 
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Spirit, II” is an attempt by Wesley to rebut all who would explain away the clear 
implication that God’s spirit gives us the assurance we are children of God. The 
same is true for his doctrine of Christian perfection. Here Wesley seeks to take seri- 
ously texts like 1 John 3:9: “Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin.” In 
each case other arguments are made, and reason, experience, Christian antiquity and 
the Church of England are brought in to support the position. But when Scripture is 
Clear, he often will rely on only its authority. 

Wesley’s conception was seen to assume that the sufficiency of Scripture 
applies only to matters of faith and practice. He is not prepared to quote Scripture 
to contradict the conclusions of science. He regards that as reason’s sphere and rein- 
terprets Scripture under the category of accommodation. Nowhere in the sample of 
material analyzed does Wesley use Scripture outside the subjects of faith and prac- 
tice. Further, if a doctrine is understood to be speculative rather than practical, 
Scripture might be sufficient only for what human beings need to know for salva- 
tion, not in all details. Wesley’s hesitation to specify an ontological doctrine of the 


Trinity is characteristic of this. 


The Clarity of Scripture 
With regard to the clarity of Scripture, Wesley’s use demonstrates harmony 
with his conception. For the most part, Wesley interprets the Scriptures as though 
they are clear in their essential points. At points, the Bible is so clear that one pas- 
sage suffices to establish a doctrine. This is a corollary to his belief in the “plain, 
natural meaning of the text” which he found so often. In “The Means of Grace” he 


notes that God’s commands are “express.” Wesley argues that the channels of God’s 


“Christian Perfection,” §II.20, ibid., 2:116. 
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grace are expressed in the “plainest manner”®S and that the only problem lies in fol- 
lowing them.%® He uses adjectives like “clear,” “plain,” “peremptory,” “explicit” and 
“evident” throughout this sermon. 

For Wesley, the clarity of Scripture is related to the literal sense of the text. 
For him, interpreting the literal sense is a matter of simply reading it and under- 
standing what it says. Scripture is perspicuous, the literal sense renders its meaning, 
and one only need read it to find its true meaning. This point will be examined in 
greater detail in chapter 8 when considering Wesley’s interpretation according to the 
literal sense of the text. 

However, Wesley acknowledges places where the Bible is not clear on 
important points. The verses mentioned in the discussion based on Free Grace 
above are places where the literal sense of an individual verse was contradictory to 
the whole tenor of Scripture. While each text of Scripture is not always clear, the 


general tenor of Scripture is. 


The Wholeness of Scripture 
We have seen that Wesley’s conception calls for the unclear parts of Scrip- 
ture to be interpreted with reference to the whole Bible. Indeed, every verse is to be 
interpreted according to the “analogy of faith.” This conception should be tested 
against his use of Scripture and whether or not he actually does what he says. 
In several places Wesley appeals to parts of the Bible as compendia of the 
whole which clearly reflect Scripture’s general tenor. He speaks of three different 


§TIT.1, ibid., 1:384. 
96§V.4, ibid., 1:395-97. 
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passages in this way: the Sermon on the Mount, 1 John, and 1 Corinthians 13. In 


the Journal for October 17, 1777, he writes, 
About ten I preached at Oxford, in a room well filled with deeply attentive 
hearers, on part of the Sermon on the Mount, the noblest compendium of 
religion which is to be found even in the oracles of God.” 

A year later, on November 9, 1772, he writes, 


I began to expound (chiefly in the mornings, as I did some years ago) that 
compendium of all the Holy Scriptures, the first Epistle of St. John.’ 


Twice he refers to the 13th chapter of 1 Corinthians as summarizing the whole 
Bible.” Again, in his 1749 letter to Conyers Middleton, he refers to Christianity as a 
type of character, which is given 

in miniature more than once; particularly in the thirteenth chapter of the for- 

mer Epistles to the Corinthians, and in that discourse which St. Matthew 

records as delivered by our Lord at his entrance upon his public ministry.1© 
In each of these instances, Wesley appeals to a part of the Bible as containing the 
essence of the whole. The Sermon on the Mount was interpreted by Wesley as 
“teaching us the true way to life everlasting, the royal way which leads to the king- 
dom.”10! 1 John has its aim “to confirm the happy and holy communion of the 
faithful with God and Christ, by describing the marks of that blessed state.” 102 
Wesley describes 1 Corinthians 13 as talking about the necessity, nature, properties 


and duration of love. These three portions of Scripture have in common a focus on 


9%7Curnock, 5:433. 
8Tbid., 5:488. 


T 99“On Charity,” Works, 3:293, and Journal, March 30, 1789, Curnock, 


100§17.2, Jackson, 10:72. 
101“Upon our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount,” §3, Works, 1:470. 
102“Preface” to I John, Notes. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


205 


soteriology. Wesley here uses the Scripture in accordance with his conception of it 
as a guide to salvation. 

A second usage of Scripture relevant to the concept of the wholeness of 
Scripture is Wesley’s interpretation to avoid of contradiction. In the sermon 
“Christian Perfection” he takes great care in exegeting 1 John 3:8-9 and 5:18, which 
both refer to those born of God not sinning! He later raises the specific question: 

_ “But does not St. James directly contradict this? His words are ‘In many 
things we offend all.’ (Chap. 3, ver. 2) And is not offending the same as com- 
mutting sin?” In this place I allow it is. I allow the persons here spoken of did 
commit sin; yea, that they 2//committed manysins. But who are “the persons 
here spoken of”? Why, those “many masters” or “teachers” whom God had 
not sent (probably the same “vain men” who taught that “faith without 
works” which is so sharply reproved in the preceding chapter); not the Apostle 
himself, nor any real Christian.!% 

Thus, Wesley makes a great effort to demonstrate that the Scripture is consistent on 
this important point. In response to arguments that John contradicts himself, he 
then undertakes to “reconcile St. John with himself” and finally concludes, 

St. John therefore is well consistent with himself, as well as with the other 
holy writers; . . . In conformity therefore both to the doctrine of St. John, and 
to the whole tenor of the New Testament, we fix this conclusion: “A Christian 
is so far perfect as not to commit sin.”105 

Wesley is familiar with the many arguments about the possibility of perfection. He 
knows that others have interpreted different parts of Scripture as being contradic- 
tory on this point. But he does not allow the apparent contradictions to stand. 
Rather, he takes great pains to show that they are not really contradictory. 

Another way to explore Wesley’s use of Scripture with regard to its whole- 


ness is by reviewing his wide-ranging use of texts from all parts of the Bible. The 


103811.5, Works, 2:106-7. 


104877.17, ibid., 2:114. The argument summarized begins with §II.5, 106. 
105§]7.20, ibid., 116. 
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most significant evidence on this score comes in two different patterns of quotation 


in which he mixes different books and testaments. 


The first pattern is evident in concatenations of Scriptural quotations which 


draw on a variety of different books to make the same point. One of the most 


extended of these comes in the sermon “Catholic Spirit.” In §§1.12-18 Wesley is 


answering the question, “What is properly implied” by “Is thine heart right, as my 


heart is with thy heart?” In less than three pages of text he quotes Scripture thirty- 


eight times, from the following places: 


Hebrews 1:3 Mark 12:30 Psalms 2:11 

2 Corinthians 5:7 Luke 1:46-47 Psalms 2:11 

2 Corinthians 4:18 1 Thessalonians 5:18 Isaiah 3:8 
Romans 9:5 Psalms 147:1 Psalms 119:104 
Galatians 1:16 Matthew 6:20 Acts 24:16 

1 Corinthians 2:2 Philippians 3:8 Leviticus 19:18 
John 6:56 Galatians 6:14 Luke 6:32 
Galatians 4:19 Colossians 3:3 Matthew 5:44 
Romans 10:3 John 6:38 Romans 9:3 
Romans 3:22 Matthew 7:21 Matthew 5:44 
Philippians 3:9 Matthew 6:22 Galatians 6:10 
1 Timothy 6:12 Hebrews 12:2 2 Kings 10:15 
Galatians 5:6 Colossians 3:17 


Within seven paragraphs, then, there are thirty-eight different quotations from sev- 


enteen different books of the Bible. Seven are from the Old Testament, eighteen 


from Pauline books, eleven from the Gospels and Acts, and two from Hebrews. 


They all serve to describe a heart that is right with God.!06 

While nowhere else in the Wesley corpus can such a long string of quota- 
tions be found, there are many occasions where texts from different books and both 
Testaments are put together to make the same point. Wesley is able to do this only 


because he understands Scripture to be whole. 


106] bid, 2:87-89. 
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The second pattern is evident in Wesley’s ability to use a text from one part 
of the Bible to explain or interpret a text from another part. He feels fully justified in 
amplifying and thus interpreting 1 John 2:12 with Pauline material in his sermon 
“Christian Perfection:”!0 

And accordingly St. John, in his first Epistle, (Chap. 2, ver. 12, etc.) applies 
himself severally to those he terms little children, those he styles young men, 
and those whom he entitles fathers. “I write unto you, little children,” saith the 
Apostle, “because your sins are forgiven you;” because thus far ye have at- 
tained, being “justified freely,”!°8 you “have peace with God, through Jesus 
Christ.” |. . “I write unto you, fathers, because ye have known him that is 
from the beginning.” Ye have known both the Father and the Son and the 
Spirit of Christ in your inmost soul. Ye are “perfect men, being grown up to 
the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.” !10 

And yet the wholeness of Scripture is modified by his understanding of dis- 
pensations within Scripture. The Scripture is not one simple story. It is complex, 
composed of distinct sections to which different levels of authority belong. 

His refusal to allow objections to his doctrine of Christian perfection from 
Old Testament examples is significant. In the sermon “Christian Perfection,” Wesley 
acknowledges that Abraham, David and others favored by God committed sins. 
However, he quotes Matthew 11:11 which says “among them that are born of 
women there hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist. Notwithstanding, he 
that is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” Wesley goes on to argue 
that “kingdom of heaven” refers to true believers on earth, and that any one of these 


is greater than any of the prophets who have gone before, that is, 


107§11.1, ibid., 2:105. 
108Rom. 3:24. 
10Rom. 5:1. 


NOE ph. 4:13. 
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greater in the grace of God and the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Therefore we cannot measure the privileges of real Christians by those for- 
merly given to the Jews. “Their ministration” (or dispensation) we allow “was 
glorious”; but ours “exceeds in glory.”!!! So that whosoever would bring down 
the Christian dispensation to the Jewish standard, whosoever gleans up the 
examples of weakness recorded in the law and the prophets, and thence infers 
that they who have “put on Christ”!!2 are endued with no greater strength, 
doth “greatly err, neither knowing the Scriptures nor the power of God.”13 
Here there is evidence of a modification of the simple wholeness to which he some- 
times appeals. While Wesley often affirms that various doctrines conform to the 
“whole tenor of Scripture,” it is clear that perfection is something that belongs only 
to the Christian dispensation. “That this great salvation from sin was not given till 
Jesus was glorified St. Peter also plainly testifies.”"!4 Wesley then concludes, 

If therefore you would prove that the Apostle’s words, “He that is born 
of God sinneth not,” are not to be understood according to their plain, natu- 
ral, obvious meaning, it is from the New Testament you are to bring your 
proofs;!5 

This ambivalence about the Old Testament in relation to the New directly 
reflects Wesley’s doctrine on this matter. Wesley wants to stress that the New 
Testament is a fulfillment of the Old, without being tied to the restrictions perceived 
to go along with the Jewish Scriptures. 

This ambivalence is also supported by a statistical analysis of the index to 


Wesley’s Sermons.!16 According to this index, Wesley quotes from every book of the 


MCF. 2 Cor. 3:8-9. 

112Gal. 3:27. 

1BCf, Matt. 22:29; §11.8, Works, 2:108. 

11481712, ibid., 2:111, introducing a quote from 1 Peter 1:9-15. 

115§17.14, ibid., 2:111. 

116Tbid., 4:651-87. John Vickers, the indexer, has relied upon the footnote 


Scripture references, those provided both by Wesley and by Baker. This index is of 
high quality with few errors or sources for confusion. 
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Bible except Ruth, Obadiah and 3 John. Matthew is his favorite book, quoted 947 
times.!!7 It is closely followed by Romans with 907, and then Psalms with 750.128 In 
total, Wesley cites the New Testament 7,635 and the Old Testament 2,455 times. Of 
the twenty books quoted most frequently, only three, Psalms, Isaiah, and Genesis, 
are from the Old Testament. Wesley’s nine most quoted verses, as given in his own 
translation, are as follows: 


1. Philippians 2:5-52 times 

Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus. 
2. Romans 5:5-49 times 

The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is 
given unto us. 
3. Romans 8:16~—45 times 

ce i same Spirit beareth witness with our spirits, that we are the children 

of God. 
4. 1 John 2:16—44 times 

For all that is in the world, the desire of the flesh, and the desire of the 
eye, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world. 
5. Galatians 2:20-41 times 

Tam crucified with Christ: and I live no longer, but Christ liveth in me: 
and the life that I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and delivered up himself for me. 
6. Galatians 6:10-33 times 

Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good unto all men; but 
especially to them who are of the household of faith. 
7. Romans 14:17-32 times 

For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but righteousness, and 
peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost. 
8. Hebrews 12:14-30 times 

Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see 
the Lord. 
9. Hebrews 12:1-29 times 

_ Wherefore let us also, being encompassed with so great a cloud of 

witnesses, lay aside every weight, and the sin which easily besetteth us; and run 
with patience the race that is set before us. 


However, the designation for Matthew may really represent the synoptic 
gospels, since some of the Bicentennial Edition’s footnotes would read like footnote 
42, 2:88, “Matthew 7:21, etc.” referring to other possible sources for the quote. 


118For the complete list, see Appendix 3 below. 
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Three conclusions can be drawn from these statistics. First, Wesley truly 
does believe in the wholeness of the Bible. The fact that he quotes from 63 of the 66 
books is highly significant. Few theologians can claim such a constant use of Scrip- 
ture and one that is as widespread as that of Wesley. He is using the whole of 
Scripture.!19 
Second, within that whole there is a marked preference for New Testament 
texts over Old Testament ones. In the bulk, his quotations of the New Testament 
are better than three times the number of his Old Testament quotations. None of his 
favorite passages is from the Old Testament. Psalm 145:9 (God’s mercy is over all his 
works) and Genesis 1:27 (the image of God) are his two favorite texts from the Old 
Testament, but they are used only eighteen and seventeen times respectively. 
Third, Wesley’s favorite passages of Scripture are those related to different 
_aspects of his doctrine of salvation. When Wesley claims that the wholeness of 
Scripture consists in the “grand scheme of doctrine” concerning salvation, he then 
proceeds to concentrate his use of Scripture on passages most directly related to that 
doctrine. Of the nine most quoted passages listed above, all fit easily under the 
categories of sin, justification, assurance, new birth, and sanctification. 
119Francoise Deconinck-Brossard, “L’Ecriture dans la Prédication 
Anglaise,” in Yvon Belaval and Dominque Bourel, eds. Le siècle des Lumières et Ja 
Bible, vol. 7 of Bible de Tous Jes Temps (Paris: Editions Beauchesne, 1986), 532, 
remarks that Wesley’s style: “se distinguent par l’absence presque totale de référence 
aux livres sapientiaux, et par la très faible proportion de textes vétérotestamentaires. 
C’est une oeuvre essentiellement inspirée de l’Evangile, surtout de Matthieu, et de 
quelques épitres pauliniennes, donc fort éloignée de l’Equilibre caractéristique de 
John Sharp.” Her analysis appears to be based on the texts for the “standard” 
sermons in Sugden. I would argue that it is more accurate to count the actual uses 
of texts in the semons themselves, and not only their use as texts for sermons While 


her point about the relative infrequency of Old Testament references is overstated, 
Wesley’s preference for Gospel and Pauline texts is clear. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


211 


Conclusion 

Wesley’s use of Scripture as an authority has largely confirmed his concep- 
tion. Wesley does indeed treat Scripture as the authority behind his teachings. He 
frequently appeals to it in formal arguments and in semantic uses that appear to be 
primarily illustrative. 

His frequent citation of Scripture shows he is immersed in a world that is 
defined by Scriptural phrases and terminology. Hans Frei’s observation about per- 
sons viewing the world through the framework of biblical narrative is true for 
Wesley. His intention to “speak as the oracles of God” is correlated with a sanctified 
speech that uses biblical language to an extraordinary degree. This is the most 
distinctive aspect of Wesley’s use of Scripture. 

However, Wesley’s use of Scripture is not as rigid as his conception would 
lead one to expect. While he insists on the inspiration of Scripture as the ground of 
its authority, we see him treating Apocryphal books in a similar way with Scriptural 
ones. While he insists that there are no errors in the text of the Bible, we see him 
covering the possibility that some of the apostles were mistaken on a key point of 
doctrine, and that the evangelists might have written down a mistaken genealogy for 
Jesus. Such human participation in the transmission of Scripture is not covered by 


Wesley’s most forceful statements about the inspiration and infallibility of Scripture. 
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CHAPTER 7 
THE FUNCTIONS OF OTHER AUTHORITIES IN RELATION 
TO SCRIPTURE 

In Wesley’s writings, the uses of Scripture vastly outnumber uses of all other 
authorities put together. Specifically, in the sample we are using, excluding the 
Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, Wesley uses Scripture 2,181 times. 
Even the most liberal count of combined uses of reason, Christian Antiquity, experi- 
ence and the Church of England would show no more than one hundred such 
instances. In addition, some of these uses of other authorities are in reality negative 


uses, i.e., they refer to the authority only to refute it. 


Reason 

Wesley’s own understanding of reason described it as a three-fold faculty 
whereby the mind apprehends, makes judgments, and discourses from one judgment 
to another.! However, in analyzing Wesley’s use of reason in contrast with his use of 
Scripture, a different set of distinctions will be employed. 

This is necessary because anyone who seeks to interpret Scripture, use it and 
talk about what it means for daily life must use reason to do so. The orthodox 
Lutheran theologians of the seventeenth century referred to this as the instrumental 
use of reason.? This is different from the use of reason alone to answer questions, 


whether they be theological, philosophical or what we would now call “scientific.” 
“The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” §1.2, Works, 2:590. 
2John Andrew Quenstedt, quoted in Schmid, 36. 
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Thus, we will examine Wesley’s use of reason first as an instrument of inter- 
pretation of Scripture, and secondly as an independent source of knowledge. Third, 
we will examine Wesley’s negative references to reason. Last, we will consider 


reason’s independent testimony to Scripture’s authority. 


Reason as an Instrument of Interpretation 

Wesley’s use of reason to interpret Scripture falls into two broad types. 
First, there is the basic use of reason to define terms and make distinctions that will 
help him present what he believes Scripture is trying to say. Second, Wesley often 
uses reason to examine the implications of Scripture. 

Wesley often makes use of very precise definitions and distinctions, which 
frequently were overlooked by his controversial opponents and ignored by his fol- 
lowers. For example, on the issue of salvation by faith or works, he uses two 
different understandings of “necessity.” Wesley makes the controversial point that 
“faith is the condition, and the only condition, of justification.”3 He then quotes 
Matthew 3:8 and Isaiah 1:16-17 to say that repentance and good works are necessary 
for justification. Wesley must somehow resolve the apparent conflict between these 
two passages and the text for the sermon, Ephesians 2:8 “Ye are saved through 
faith.” In a crucial move for his soteriology, Wesley distinguishes two senses and 
two degrees of necessity. Repentance and its fruits 

are not necessary in the same sense with faith, nor in the same degree. Not in 
the same degree; for those fruits are only necessary conditionally, if there be 
time and opportunity for them. Otherwise a man may be justified without 
them, as was the “thief” upon the cross . . . Not in the same sense: for 


repentance and its fruits are only remote/y necessary, necessary in order to 
faith; whereas faith is immediately and directly necessary to justification. It 


3“The Scripture Way of Salvation,” §III.1, Works, 2:162. 
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remains that faith is the only condition which is zmmediately and proximately 
necessary to justification.‘ 


This is clearly a use of reason to establish the text and to interpret Scripture. By 
introducing “necessity” and then qualifying it in two different ways, Wesley has 
provided a logical framework for his interpretation. He can refer the Ephesians 
passage to immediate and unconditional necessity, and the passages from Isaiah and 
Matthew to remote and conditional necessity. 

This clarification of terms extends to theological discussion where interpre- 
tation of a particular passage is not immediately at issue. The sermon “The Means 
of Grace” was written to counter the influence of quietist Moravians and defend the 
active use of the Lord’s Supper, prayer, and Bible study for receiving God’s grace. 
Toward the end of the sermon, Wesley responds to objections and says, 

It has been vehemently objected, thirdly, that Christ is the only means of 
grace. I answer, this is mere playing upon words. Explain your term, and the 
objection vanishes away. en we say “Prayer is a means of grace,” we under- 
stand a channel through which the grace of God is conveyed. When you say 
“Christ is the means of grace,” you understand the sole price and purchaser of 
it; or, that “no man cometh unto the Father but through him.” And who 
denies it? But this is utterly wide of the question.‘ 

Here the issue is a theological statement, but Wesley’s use of reason clarifies the dis- 
cussion and shows that the argument is only semantic. 

Such theological distinctions are not usually of Wesley’s own making. He is 
the inheritor of the whole Christian tradition which has developed logical distinc- 
tions in order to understand and to preach the Christian faith. Wesley’s use of 
reason is often the willingness to make use of such distinctions to clarify his points. 


In his comment on Romans 3:20 he makes use of the distinction made between the 


moral and ceremonial aspects of the Old Testament law. He writes, 


4§TII.2, ibid., 162-63. 
SIV.3, ibid., 1:391. 
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No flesh shall be justified-None shall tie forgiven and accepted of God. By the 

works of the Jaw-On this ground, that he hath kept the law. St. Paul means 

chiefly the moral part of it, verses 9, 19, ii. 21, etc., 26, which alone is not abol- 

ished, verse 31. And it is not without reason, that he so often mentions the 

works of the law, whether ceremonial or moral; for it was on these only the 

Jews relied, being wholly ignorant of those that spring from faith.6 
Within the Old Testament there is no conception of a distinction within the Old Tes- 
tament law between ceremonial and moral parts of the law. Even the New Testa- 
ment does not make an explicit distinction between different sections of the law. 
Acts 15 does acknowledge the binding character of some Old Testament laws while 
denying that Christians were required to follow others. But Wesley’s interpretation 
of the Old Testament requires a distinction between the parts of the law that are no 
longer binding on Christians and the parts that are. So he relies on a logical distinc- 
tion between two types. A similar distinction is the one between imputed and 
imparted righteousness, which Wesley uses to distinguish the ways in which Christ 
makes us holy before God.” 

In a second use of reason for interpretation, Wesley is often prepared to use 
reason to determine the implications of Scripture. Going beyond simple definition 
or distinction, Wesley is prepared to offer arguments that a particular interpretation 
must be true. For example, the “royal law of heaven and earth” is “Thou shalt love 
the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and 
with all thy strength.” He then reasons, 


Not that this forbids us to love anything besides God: it implies that we 
“love our brother also.” Nor yet does it forbid us (as some have strangely 
imagined) to take pleasure in anything but God. To suppose this is to suppose 
the fountain of holiness is directly the author of sin, since he has inseparably 
annexed pleasure to the use of those creatures which are necessary to sustain 


6 Notes, Rom. 3:20. 


Cf. ibid., Matt. 22:12, where “implanted” is used for “imparted.” In other 
places “imparted” is more common. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


216 


the life he has given us. This therefore can never be the meaning of his 
command.’ 


Here Wesley uses a reductio ad absurdam argument whose conclusion is that an 
interpretation which prohibits loving other things makes God the author of sin. 
Such a conclusion is impossible, so the original premise must be wrong. 

In another example, Wesley reasons that certain forms of baptism were used 
by John the Baptist. He makes the point in his comment on Matthew 3:6. 

Such prodigious numbers could hardly be baptized by immerging their 
whole bodies under water: nor can we think they were provided with change 
of raiment for it, which was scarce practicable for such vast multitudes. And 
yet they could not be immerged naked with modesty, nor in their wearing 
apparel with safety. It seems, therefore, that they stood in ranks on the edge of 
the river; and that John, passing along before them, cast water on their heads 
or faces; by which means he might baptize many thousands in a day.’ 

In the notoriously complex arguments about whether Scripture mandates immersion 
as the correct form of baptism, Wesley here employs an argument based on the sin- 
gle phrase, “Then went out to him Jerusalem, and all Judea, and all the region round 
about Jordan, and were baptized of him in Jordan, confessing their sins.” He draws 
logical inferences from the verse and its historical context, and arrives at a 


conclusion. 


In the opposite direction, Wesley sometimes resolves conflicts between 


Scriptures by minimizing the implications of a particular text. In “Christian 


Perfection” he writes, 


Well; suppose both Peter and Paul did then commit sin. What is it you would 
infer from hence? That a// the other apostles committed sin sometimes? There 
is no shadow of proof in this. Or would you thence infer that aM the other 
Christians of the apostolic age committed sin? Worse and worse. This is such 
an inference as one would imagine a man in his senses could never have 
thought of. Or will you argue thus?—“If two of the apostles did once commit 
sin, then a// other Christians, in all ages, do, and will commit sin as long as they 


8“The Circumcision of the Heart,” §1.12, Works, 1:408. 
9 Notes. 
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live.” Alas, my brother! a child of common understanding would be ashamed 
of such reasoning as this.!° 


Wesley wants to restrict the drawing of broad conclusions from the examples of 
Peter and Paul. His reading of Scripture has led him to conclude that perfection was 
God’s command to all Christians, and so one or two individual examples would not 
suffice to negate the commandment. He is, in effect, asking for a strict chain of 
reasoning to prove that all the early Christians committed sin, knowing that there is 


no evidence for that in the New Testament. 


Reason as Independent Source of Knowledge 
Wesley’s use of reason as an independent source of knowledge is quite lim- 
ited. In the sample analyzed, seven such uses were found. In one of his earliest 
sermons, “The Image of God,” Wesley tries to explain how Adam’s eating the fruit 
would cause his mortality. 


On the contrary, the fruit of that tree alone of whose deadly nature he 
was forewarned seems to have contained a juice, the particles of which were 
apt to cleave to whatever they touched. Some of these, being received into the 
human body, might adhere to the inner coats of the finer vessels; to which 
again other particles that before floated loose in the blood, continually joining, 
would naturally lay a foundation for numberless disorders in all parts of the 
machine. For death in particular; since, more foreign matter cleaving to the 
former every day, the solid parts of the body would every day lose something 
of their spring, and so be less able to contribute their necessary assistance to 
the circulation of the fluids. The smaller channels would gradually fill up, 
especially those that lie near the extremities, where the current, by reason of its 
distance from the fountain, was always more slow and languid. The whole 
tide, as the force that threw it forward abated, must [also] have abated its 
swiftness in proportion, till at length that force utterly failing, it ceased to 
move, and rested in death.!! 


Wesley is using the physiology of his day. Harvey’s proof of the circulation of the 


blood was just one hundred years old when this sermon was written. Further, Outler 


10811.14, Works, 2:112. 
NSIT.1, ibid., 4:297. 
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notes that this paragraph anticipates “later notions of low-density lipoproteins and 
atherosclerosis.”!2 But the crucial point here is that contemporary science was being 
employed to understand the truth of Scripture. 

There is another place in the sample of material where Wesley appeals to 
secular science to help interpret Scripture. Matthew 27:45 describes the “darkness 
over the earth” after the crucifixion, and Wesley comments, 

Insomuch, that even an heathen philosopher seeing it, and knowing it could 
not be a natural eclipse, because it was at the time of the full moon, and con- 
tinued three hours together, cried out, “Either the God of nature suffers, or the 
frame of the world is dissolved.” 13 
Wesley takes it as clear truth that no solar eclipse could occur at the time of the full 
moon, because it must occur at the time of the new moon. 

In a more methodological sense, Wesley takes it as axiomatic that 
knowledge comes to human beings only through sensory experience. His sermon 
“On the Discoveries of Faith” begins 

For many ages it has been allowed by sensible men, Nihil est in intellectu 
quod non fuit prius in sensu: that is, “There is nothing in the understanding 
which was not first perceived by some of the senses.” All the knowledge which 
we naturally have is originally derived from the senses.'4 

He goes on to dismiss the possibility of innate ideas as “agreed by all impartial 
persons.”1!5 Where does Wesley come to such a conclusion? He states that a person 
blind from birth can have no “knowledge or conception of light or colours.” This 


whole section is an elliptical reference to a long-running argument in Western 


Philosophy, with major contributions made by Aristotle, Aquinas, Locke and the 


Ibid., footnote 19. 
13 Notes. 

1481, Works, 4:29. 
15Ibid. 
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Deists. Wesley is here using reason to establish a point that then becomes crucial for 
his interpretation of Hebrews 11:1. He relies upon a rational argument to show that 
some sort of sensory experience must be the basis for any particular thought, and so 
our knowledge of God must have a sensory basis. Scripture does not establish the 
requirement for a sensory basis—only reason. 
Reason is good for something else on its own. Wesley says, 
It is true, as soon as we came to the use of reason we learned “the invisible 
things of God, even his eternal power and godhead,” from “the things that are 
made.” From the things that are seen we inferred the existence of an eternal, 
powerful being that is not seen.!6 
In fact it is noteworthy that Wesley’s definition of reason itself is one given 
by reason. True, in the sermon “The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” 
Wesley does use a Scriptural example,!’ but only for illustration. His warrant for the 
definition that is finally used is that it is “another acceptation” where “reason is 


much the same with understanding.” He continues, 


It means a faculty of the human soul; that faculty which exerts itself in three 
ways: by simple apprehension, by judgment, and by discourse.!8 


This definition has clear echoes of the philosophical discussions of the seventeenth 
century, and is drawn from the Oxford Aristotelian logical tradition.!9 Clearly it is 
unreasonable to expect all definitions to be given by Scripture. Wesley is willing to 


turn to contemporary philosophy to define at least one of his key terms. 


16Original Sin,” §II.3, ibid., 2:177. 


seas He quotes Isaiah 41:21, “Bring forth your strong reasons,” §I.1, ibid., 


1887.2, ibid., 2:590. 


19Matthews, 157. See his Chapter II, “Wesley’s Consistent Concept of 
Reason,” 121-183. 
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Wesley’s Negative References to Reason 
A key to any understanding of Wesley’s use of reason is to be found in his 
negative references to what reason can do. While there are frequent references to 
proving doctrines by reason or by Scripture and reason, the reason in question in 
such references is always reason rightly employed, reason in harmony with Scripture 
rightly interpreted. The doctrine of original sin, for example is contrasted with an 


optimistic view of humanity. 


Nor have heathens alone, men who were guided in their researches by 
little more than the dim light of reason, but many likewise of them that bear 
the name of Christ, and to whom are entrusted the oracles of God, spoke as 
marnineeny concerning the nature of man, as if it were all innocence and 
perfection. Accounts of this kind have particularly abounded in the present 
century; and perhaps in no part of the world more than in our own country. . . 


But in the meantime, what must we do with our Bibles? For they will 
never agree with this. These accounts, however pleasing to flesh and blood, are 
utterly irreconcilable with the scriptural.2° 

Here the emerging view of humankind as good and reasonable is ascribed to “the 
dim light of reason” and rejected because it does not agree with the Scriptural 
account. 7 

In a similar way, the doctrine of Christian perfection is one to be settled on 
Scriptural terms. Wesley understands that reason is useful in interpreting what 
Scripture means. But only Scripture, in its best interpretation, has the authority to 


settle the question. He says, 


If any doubt of this privilege of the sons of God, the question is not to be 
decided by abstract reasonings, which may be drawn out into an endless 
length, and leave the point just as it was before. .. . “To the law and to the 
testimony” we appeal. “Let God be true, and every man a liar.” By his Word 
will we abide, and that alone. Hereby we ought to be judged.?! 


20“Original Sin,” §§2, 4, Works, 2:172-73. 


21“Christian Perfection,” §I1.2, ibid., 2:105-6. Quotations are from Is. 8:20 
and Rom. 3:4. 
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In this case, “abstract reasonings” must be understood as those not based on 


Scripture. Only Scripture is decisive. 


Reason Testifies to Scripture 

One of Wesley’s clearest convictions is that faith and reason are not in con- 
flict. He can say this because he believes that a rational person would find clear 
proof that the Scriptures are “of God.” He presupposes this at points in his writ- 
ings.22 He argues for it in his “Clear and Concise Demonstration of the Divine 
Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures.”23 In interpreting the story of Dives and 
Lazarus, he argues that if the Lord said it, it must be true. When Jesus says “There 
was a certain beggar named Lazarus,” Wesley asks, 

Was there, or was there not? Is it not bold enough positively to deny what our 
blessed Lord positively affirms? Therefore we cannot reasonably doubt but 
the whole narration, with all its circumstances, is exactly true.24 
Note the use of “reasonably” in the above sentence. In many cases, Wesley uses 
“reason” to justify a conclusion in a similar way. But there are presuppositions 
involved, the chief one of which is that the Scripture is “of God.” 

Wesley is prepared to acknowledge that there are many who reject this pre- 
supposition, and therefore would reason in a different manner. While the first part 
of the Earnest Appeal is addressed to those who would accept that presupposition, 
he turns in §§12-46 to address those who do not. We launches an argument that 


2E.g., An Earnest Appeal, §6, ibid., 11:46. 
23Jackson, 11:484. 


24“Dives and Lazarus,” §2, Works, 4:6. 
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begins with experience. “You yourself believe there isa God. You have the witness 
of this in your own breast.”25 He later describes the religion he preaches as 


The religion of love: the law of kindness brought to light by the gospel... . 
20. Will you object to such a religion as this that it is not reasonable? Is it 
not reasonable then to love God?... 


21. Is it not reasonable also to love our neighbour: every man whom 
God hath made? ... 


22. Is it not reasonable, then, that “as we have opportunity” we should 
“do good unto all men”: not only friends, but enemies; not only to the 
deserving but likewise to the evil and unthankful?6 
For Wesley, salvation depends on more than love-it is salvation by faith, which may 
appear unreasonable to his audience. But the appearance of irrationality stems from 
a lack of understanding what faith is. Wesley argues that reason is a faculty which 
relies upon true judgements. He continues, 
You know, likewise that before it is possible for you to form a true judg- 
ment of them it is absolutely necessary that you have a clear apprehension o 
the things of God, and that your ideas thereof be all fixed, distinct, and 
determinate. And seeing our ideas are not innate, but must all originally come 
from our senses, it is certainly necessary that you have senses capable o) 
discerning objects of this kind-not those only which are called “natural 
senses,” which in this respect profit nothing, as being altogether incapable of 


discerning objects of a spiritual kind, but spiritua] senses, exercised to discern 
spiritual good and evil.2’ 


Wesley says faith is that spiritual sight enabling the person to perceive spiritual 
things. Only then can the person reason correctly, because he has the data on which 
to base true judgments, and then to make true inferences. Reason alone cannot get 
across the “immense chasm” between the visible and invisible worlds. 
This cannot be till the Almighty come in to your succour, and give you that 
faith you have hitherto despised. Then, upborne as it were on eagles’ wings, 
you shall soar away into the regions of eternity, and your enlightened reason 
25 Earnest Appeal, §14, ibid., 11:49. 
26 Earnest Appeal, §§ 19-22, ibid., 11:51-52. 
27§32, ibid., 56. 
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shall explore even “the deep things of God,” God himself “revealing them to 
you by his Spirit.”28 


It is this “enlightened reason” that Wesley sees as congruent with faith. 
Whereas he here sees it as enlightened by the Holy Spirit, he elsewhere says, “From 
the whole we may draw that general conclusion, that standing revelation is the best 
means of rational conviction, far preferable to any of those extraordinary means 
which some imagine would be more effectual.”29 

The point here is that both Scripture and the Holy Spirit, as sources of cor- 
rect information about spiritual things, can enlighten the mind so that it can reason 
correctly in these areas. Just as hearing cannot supply sensations of sight to some- 


one born blind, so those without spiritual senses cannot understand spiritual things. 


Christian Antiquity 
There are fourteen references to Christian antiquity in the sample being 
analyzed.*° These references can best be classified under four headings: interpreta- 
tion of Scripture, warrants in theological arguments, models for contemporary 
practice, and semantic reference,3! 
There are four occasions where Wesley appeals to the Fathers or the primi- 


tive church for help in interpreting Scripture. In one, Wesley says that the Apostles’ 


28§35, ibid., 57. For the quotation, cf. I Cor. 2:10. 
29“Dives and Lazarus,” §III.7, ibid., 4:18. 


30They are Works, SIL.8, 1:384; §11.16, 2:113; §1.7, 2:159; §12, 2:490; §II.7, 
2:529; §1.6, 2:592; SIII.7, 3:208; §II.3, 3:586; §2, 4:6; §8, 4:33; §10, 4:33; §7, 4:90; and 
§14, 4:94; and Notes, Matt. 18:18. 


31Ted Campbell has discussed these uses of Christian antiquity in chapter VI 
of “John Wesley’s Conceptions and Uses of Christian Antiquity.” He has grouped 
them under the headings of patterns for “Christian Teaching” (including warrants in 
arguments and interpretation of Scripture), “Individual Life” and “Corporate Life.” 


I do not regard my analysis of Wesley’s use of antiquity as differing in any material 
way from Campbell’s. 
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Creed contains “a beautiful summary” of the essential truths contained in Scrip- 
ture.*? In another instance, discussed more fully below, he appeals to Theophylact’s 
authority to argue that Lazarus the beggar lived at Jerusalem.*3 
In the most significant use of antiquity to interpret Scripture, Wesley is at 
some pains to refute the suggestion that Paul’s “thorn, to the flesh”34 meant that 
Paul had committed sin. He writes, 
Secondly, the ancient Fathers inform us it was bodily pain: “a violent 
headache,” saith Tertullian, (De Pudic) to which both Chrysostom and St. 
Jerome agree. St. Cyprian expresses it a little more generally, in those terms 
“many and grievous torments of the flesh and of the body.”35 
Here Wesley is using the Fathers because they are better interpreters of the text, 
standing closer to the original than we do. While he also argues for his interpreta- 
tion on the basis of the context, he relies heavily on this argument from antiquity. 
In another case, Wesley has a long tirade against ecclesiastical censures in 
both Protestant and Popish countries. He then continues, 
Whatsoever ye shall loose-By absolution from that sentence. In the primitive 
church, absolution meant no more than a discharge from church censure.36 
32“The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” §1.6, Works, 2:592. 
33“Dives and Lazarus,” §2, Works, 4:6. 
34Tn the sermon “Christian Perfection” he gives this as the “literal” 


translation of 2 Cor. 12:7, §11.15, Works, 2:112. Note, however, that in Notes he 
uses “a thorn in the flesh,” following the AV. The Notes was published 14 years 


after this sermon’s publication. 

_ $1.16, Works, 2:113. Outler notes that Wesley has in mind Tertullian’s De 
Puadicitia §13, Chrysostom’s Letters to Olympias, 2, Cyprian’s Treatise IX.9, and 
Cyprian’s De Mortalitate. 


36 Notes, Matt. 18:18. 
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What he means here is that the ecclesiastical systems of judgment have gone far 
beyond the practice of Scripture as understood by the primitive church, and ought 
to be reformed. 

The second category of use to which Wesley puts Christian antiquity is that 
of warrant in theological arguments. In “The Scripture Way of Salvation,” Wesley 
describes his doctrine of salvation. He warns that after the initial joys of justification 
and sanctification, sin will return and spiritual struggle will continue. He then says, 
“How exactly did Macarius, fourteen hundred years ago, describe the present expe- 
rience of the children of God!’37 Wesley is here using Macarius to support his 
argument that young Christians who feel that sin is completely conquered need 
greater experience before they can be certain of this fact. Macarius has “exactly” 
described what Wesley had seen in the Methodists he was guiding. 

Another use of the Fathers as a warrant comes in the sermon “The General 
Spread of the Gospel.” There Wesley argues that God’s “general manner of 
working” allows human beings the freedom to resist God’s grace. He writes, 

Yea, Iam persuaded every child of God has at some time “life and death set 
before him,” eternal life and eternal death, and has in himself the casting voice. 
So true is that well-known saying of St. Austin (one of the noblest he ever 
uttered), Qui fecit nos sine nobis, non salvabit nos sine nobis-he that made us 
without ourselves will not save us without ourselves. 
Wesley is using Augustine as an authority to bolster his argument for the resistibility 
of grace. Augustine is one of the best authorities in this case, since Wesley’s 

3781.7, Works, 2:159. Outler suggests that Macarius the Egyptian was not the 
author of the Homilies attributed to him in J. P. Migne, ed., Patrologiae Cursus 
Completus, Series Graeca (Paris, 1857-66), XXXIV. 


38§12, Works, 2:490. Wesley’s only other use of this quotation in the 
sour comes in §III.7 of the sermon, “On Working Out Our Own Salvation,” ibid., 
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opponents were Calvinistic Methodists who could not help but know that Augustine 
stood behind Calvin’s doctrine of predestination. 

The third category of Wesley’s use of Christian antiquity is as a model for 
contemporary practice. While Campbell’s “John Wesley’s Conceptions and Uses of 
Christian Antiquity” notes many more occasions for this use than are contained in 
my limited sample, one such use does occur. In the sermon “On the Causes of the 
Inefficacy of Christianity” Wesley is concerned to show that a chief cause is the lack 
of self-denial among Christians. One example he gives is that of fasting. 

While we were at Oxford the rule of every Methodist was (unless in case of 
sickness) to fast every Wednesday and Friday in the year, in imitation of the 
primitive church, for which they had the highest reverence. Now this practice 
of the primitive church is universally allowed. “Who does not know,” says 
Epiphanius, an ancient writer, “that the fasts of the fourth and sixth days of 
the week (Wednesday and Friday) are observed by the Christians throughout 
the whole world?”39 
Wesley believed that the Christian’s obligation to fast is established by Scripture. 
The way in which the primitive Christians carried this out becomes a model for the 
Oxford Methodists, and by implication, for all Christians if they want Christianity to 
be more efficacious. 

The fourth use of antiquity is that of the semantic reference. Here, ancient 
sources are used to express thoughts that could easily have been expressed in other 
words. This is the same literary function as that fulfilled by the semantic use of 
Scripture noted above. Three such uses were found, two of them coming near each 
other in the sermon “On the Discoveries of Faith.” There Wesley suggests that faith 
shows the soul of the righteous in heaven, 

where he converses not only with his former relations, friends, and fellow- 


soldiers, but with the saints of all nations and ages; with the glorious dead of 


39§14, ibid., 4:94. 
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ancient days; with the noble army of martyrs, the apostles, the prophets, the 
patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” 


The phrase “the noble army of martyrs” is not italicized but is clearly taken from the 
Te Deum in the order for Morning Prayer in the BCP. Two paragraphs later he 
says, 

Moreover faith opens another scene in the eternal world, namely the 

rare Ng our Lord in the clouds of heaven to “judge both the quick and the 

Here the phrase is italicized, and comes from the Nicene Creed in the order for 
Communion of the BCP. The third such quotation is also from the Nicene Creed, 
where Wesley uses the phrase, “the Son of God who came down from heaven for us 
men and for our salvation.”42 

In all of these cases, the same qualities which applied to the semantic use of 
Scripture can be discerned in Wesley’s use of antiquity. While references to writings 
from antiquity are sometimes emphasized by italics, often they are not. While they 
are not always noted with their source, their familiarity would carry with it an added 
authority. In this case it is the authority of the early church, whose creeds and litur- 
gies were highly respected in the liturgy of the Church of England. 

However, there are significant differences between Wesley’s conception of 
antiquity and his use of it. We have seen that Wesley had no positive conception of 
Christian tradition as a whole. In his stated views, he attributes authority only to 
Christianity antiquity and to the Church of England. In practice, however, Wesley 
uses the whole scope of Christian tradition. In fact, other portions of Christian 


40§8, ibid., 4:33. 
41§10, ibid., 4:33. 
42“The Means of Grace,” §IL.8, ibid., 1:384. 
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tradition function in his theology in many of the ways in which Christian antiquity 
functions. Consider three examples. 

First, Wesley uses a medieval theologian to interpret Scripture. In the ser- 
mon “Dives and Lazarus” Wesley argues that the story of Dives and Lazarus is “real 
history” rather than a “parable.” He quotes Theophylact as saying the Jews had a 
tradition that Lazarus lived in Jerusalem. What is puzzling is his parenthetical refer- 
ence to Theophylact as “one of the ancient commentators on the Scriptures.”43 
Theophylact lived in the eleventh century.“4 | 

On what grounds could Wesley refer to Theophylact as “an ancient com- 
mentator?” Nowhere else in the Wesley corpus is the term “ancient” applied to any 
person or doctrine later than the early church.45 Most frequently, he uses the term as 
equivalent to Christian antiquity.46 Clearly, Theophylact is not part of the primitive 
church as Wesley defined it. 

Is it possible that Wesley did not know when Theophylact lived? Wesley 
had a good grasp of church history and is not likely to have been mistaken on such a 
simple matter. The most likely conclusion is that Wesley has mistakenly used the 

43“Dives and Lazarus,” §2, ibid., 4:6. Outler notes that this could be an 


inference from his Ennaratio, §§ 420-21 but that this phrase is not in Theophylact’s 
text. 


“Cross and Livingstone, eds., Zhe Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 
Church, s.v. “Theophylact,” 1364b. 


45Wesley sometimes applies it to the Jews before Christ as “the ancient 
church of God,” A Farther Appeal, Part IT, §1.2, Works, 11:204. 


46E.g., “Such was Christianity in its rise. Such was a Christian in ancient 
days.” “Scriptural Christianity,” §1.10, ibid., 1:165. See also Jackson, 10:141, 13:293, 
14:270-1; Letter to James Hutton, 27 November, 1738; Works, 25:593; A Letter to 
net, Mr. Baily of Cork, $11.15, ibid., 9:305; and “On Sin in Believers,” §1.2, ibid., 
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term “ancient” to bolster a weak argument, claiming in this case a more elastic 
meaning than the technical use he normally made of it. 

Nevertheless, the conclusion remains that this is a quotation from a 
medieval archbishop used to help interpret Scripture. This does not violate any of 
Wesley’s rules of interpretation. Rather, it adds to them by using the information 
from a medieval source which is otherwise unrecognized in Wesley’s stated 
methodology. 

Second, Wesley makes explicit references to parts of tradition that have 
given him help in the Christian life or in doctrine. Thomas 4 Kempis, whom Wesley 
thought of as the author of The Imitation of Christ, is described as pious, and his 
speculations about hell are quoted approvingly.*7 In the sermon “On God’s 
Vineyard,” Wesley refers to Martin Luther as being one of the best writers on justifi- 
cation by faith alone, and to “writers of the Romish Church (as Francis Sales and 
Juan de Castaniza in particular)” as helpful on sanctification.4® Wesley’s point is 
that Luther and the Roman Catholics are each defective on the other’s strong point, 
and that the Methodists have been graced by God with a clear understanding of 
both doctrines. However, it is obvious that Wesley had learned much from these 
sixteenth-century sources. 

Third, Wesley uses theological concepts that are part of Christian tradition 
and can be traced back to medieval sources. Albert Outler has found in Wesley 
“echoes” of various theologians from throughout Christian history. In his notes to 
the sermon “The Way to the Kingdom,” Outler correctly identifies Anselm’s argu- 


ments in Cur Deus Homo? as the background for Wesley’s argument in §I1.5. 


47“Of Hell,” §I1.7, ibid., 3:39. 
4881.5, ibid., 3:505-6. 
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Wesley says that “the present and future obedience of all the men upon earth, and all 
the angels in heaven, would never make satisfaction to the justice of God for one 
single sin. . . . It costeth far more to redeem one soul than all mankind is able to 
pay.”49 The similarity between Wesley’s formulation and Anselm’s ideas of 
satisfaction, justice and payment is striking. While it is not clear that Wesley is 
directly using Anselm, or any particular intermediary source, it is clear that Wesley is 
using an important theological argument from the broader tradition of Christianity. 

This is not an explicit use of the tradition outside of Christian antiquity. 
Rather, it is an unacknowledged dependence on precisely those aspects of Christian 
history of which Wesley was the most critical in his anti-Roman polemics. In one 
instance, Wesley makes explicit reference in a positive way to “casuists, particularly 
those of the Church of Rome” who provide him with a helpful typology of lies.*° In 
quoting “Nihil est in intellectu quod non fuit prius in sensu” Wesley is relying on a 
scholastic maxim that goes back to Aristotle, but receives treatment by the 
schoolmen.*! 

Wesley’s acceptance of the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion is another sign of 
his dependence on the development of Christian doctrine even after the close of the 
Early Church. While the doctrines contained therein were approved by the Church 
of England, and thus mediated by the Church’s authority, they are based on cen- 
turies of doctrinal development. The doctrine of Christ as one Person with two 


Natures in Article II stems from the Council of Chalcedon in 451. While one might 


“The Way to the Kingdom,” §II.5, ibid., 1:228. 
50“An Israelite Indeed,” §II.2, ibid., 3:284. 


_  51“QOn the Discoveries of Faith,” §1, ibid., 4:29. Outler notes that Thomas 
Aquinas discusses this at length. 
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stretch Wesley’s definition of antiquity to cover that council, he never refers to Chal- 
cedon directly. The filioque clause, used in the Nicene Creed and in Article V, first 
appeared at the Third Council of Toledo in 589.52 The primacy of Scripture in 
Article VI is a typically Reformation understanding of Scriptural authority, 
including the relegation of the Apocrypha to secondary status. Other examples 
could be given of the indebtedness of Anglican doctrine to many other points of 
Christian tradition than those acknowledged by Wesley. Yet when Wesley edited 
the Articles for the Methodists in America, he left these parts of the tradition intact. 

The unacknowledged use of the entire Christian tradition permeates Wes- 
ley’s writings. The “Bibliographical Index” and “General Index” to Wesley’s 
Sermons contain many references to portions of Christian history that Wesley never 
categorized as authoritative. His opposition to tradition as an authority in matters 
of doctrine fails to take into account the ways in which the doctrine of the Church of 
England is a repository of centuries of tradition. He is insufficiently self-critical on 
this point. 

John Wesley is a highly traditional theologian. He did not seek to create an 
innovation through the Methodist societies, but sought a revival of true Christianity. 
While he considered primitive Christianity the best model of purity, he also found 
other periods that had made contributions to his understanding of what correct 
doctrine and faithful practice ought to be. His use of the larger Christian tradition 
expands his more narrow appeal to the early Church. 

Perhaps the best explanation for the discrepancy between his conception 
and his use on this point lies with his attitude toward Roman Catholicism. In a 


period where Roman Catholics were still suspected of disloyalty to their country and 


52 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, s.v. “filioque,” 512b. 
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still blamed for serious doctrinal errors, Wesley shared the prejudices of his time. 
Wesley was on the forefront of building bridges to the Roman Catholic community 
by recognizing the doctrinal areas where they excelled and in noticing the broad 
areas of agreement between them and Protestants.53 Nevertheless, there was no 
group within the sphere of Anglican theology that had good things to say about 
Roman Catholic doctrine as a whole. More importantly, Anglican apologetics con- 
sistently attacked the perceived Catholic reliance on Scripture and tradition as co- 
equal norms of faith. The theological environment helped shape Wesley’s hostile 
view of the larger Christian tradition. It is clear that he was still too caught up in 
the polemical debates with Roman Catholics over the proper role of tradition as a 


whole to make the careful distinctions that were made during later centuries. 


The Church of England 
Wesley’s references to the Church of England usually occur as joint citations 


with Scripture, antiquity, or both. In his sermon “On Laying the Foundation of the 


New Chapel,” he writes, 


But you will naturally ask, What is Methodism? What does this new word 
mean? Is it not a new religion? This is a very common, nay, almost an univer- 
sal supposition. But nothing can be more remote from the truth. It isa mistake 
all over. Methodism, so called, is the old religion, the religion of the Bible, the 
religion of the primitive church, the religion of the Church of England.*4 


53 See Wesley’s Letter to a Roman Catholic, Jackson, 10:80-86. For 
Roman Catholic notice of its irenic spirit, see Augustin Cardinal Bea’s “Preface” in 
John Wesley’s Letter to a Roman Catholic, ed. Michael Hurley (London: Geoffrey 
Chapman, Belfast: Epworth House, Nashville and New York: Abingdon, 1968), 15- 


4§IT.1, Works, 3:585. 
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A few pages later, he describes the Oxford Methodists in similar terms." As noted in 

the discussion of his conception of the Church, it is the Articles, Homilies and 

Liturgy that count. In the same sermon he continues, l 

And this is the religion of the Church of England, as app ars from all her 

authentic records, from the uniform tenor of her liturgy, and from numberless 
passages in her Homilies. The scriptural primitive religion of love, which is 
now reviving throughout the three kingdoms, is to be found in her morning 
and evening service, and in her daily as well as occasional prayers; and the 
whole of it is beautifully summed up in that one, comprehensive petition, 
“Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy Holy Spirit, that 
we may perfectly love thee, and worthily magnify thy holy name.”56 

Wesley’s use of the Church of England as an authority reflects his method 
of discriminating among various types of evidence. Wesley’s method, as indicated 
above,’ was to note that different types of arguments required different types of 
evidence. Thus, when Wesley was attacked as being disloyal to his Church, he 
appealed to the doctrinal foundations of the Church of England. 

Wesley’s explicit use of the Church of England as an authority is in strict 
agreement with his conception. He is a true son of the Church of England, using its 
own doctrinal standards as justification for its renewal. He follows the doctrine of 
the Church not because it is authoritative in its own right, but because he judges it to 
be “the most scriptural national church” in existence.58 The form of Christianity it 
teaches is the same as that taught by the Bible and by Christian antiquity. 

However, he fails to understand that by relying on the Church’s liturgy and 


homilies, he is in fact relying on the larger tradition of the church. The Church of 


55§I1.15, ibid., 590. 


S6§I1.4, ibid., 586. The last quotation is from the Collect for Purity in the 
Communion Liturgy of the BCP. 


57See reference to letter to Dr. Horne, Telford, 4:175 in chapter 4 above. 


58 Farther Thoughts on Separation from the Church, Works, 9:538. 
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England’s doctrine represents a particular version of how Christianity developed 
over 1500 years, and its debts to post-antiquity Christianity are not adequately 
acknowledged by Wesley. 


Experience 

As indicated earlier in our discussion of Wesley’s doctrine of experience as 
an authority, Wesley claimed a strong reliance on the authority of experience to 
describe the world as it exists. Matters of fact are the appropriate subject for 
experiential evidence, he says. His actual uses of experience as an authority can be 
categorized under three headings. First, he uses it to describe both the physical and 
moral condition of the world. Second, he appeals to experience for evidence to 
confirm the teachings of Scripture. Third, he lifts up a certain set of experiences as 
the goal for Christian life. | 


Descriptions of the Physical and Spiritual Worlds 

For Wesley, matters of fact include both physical and spiritual characteris- 
tics of the world. He appeals to experience for evidence about the world as if any 
unbiased person who examined the matter would come to the same conclusion. Five 
different types of appeal can be noted. 

First, Wesley relies on experience to describe the physical world. He is truly 
interested in the new sciences that were being developed during his day. In one 
place Wesley argues from experience about the widespread presence of fire. When 
discussing how the world might one day be destroyed, he appeals to “a thousand 
experiments” which show that “we ourselves, our whole bodies, are full of fire, as 


well as everything round about us.”*? It is not clear what experiments he is referring 


S9§III.4, ibid., 1:370. 
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to, but perhaps his views show a vague awareness that energy is present in many 
places and in many ways. Experiments are the proper way to ascertain whether 
“fire” is universally present or not. Wesley concludes that the experiments show it to 
be so, and this “fact” about fire then takes on a role in showing the plausibility of 
God’s promise to destroy the earth by fire next time. 

Second,Wesley occasionally makes a survey of the religious state of the 
world as part of his argument about the role of Christianity in general and 
Methodism in particular. His opening paragraph in “The General Spread of the 
Gospel” says, 

In what a condition is the world at present! How does darkness, intellec- 
tual darkness, ignorance, with vice and misery attendant upon it, cover the face 
of the earth! 

He takes Brerewood’s estimate that most of the world belongs to non-Christian 
religions as part of the evidence for the sinful state of the world. He then rejects the 
testimony of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu about the high ethical standards of the 
Turks, and then surveys the Christian world. He concludes by arguing that the bulk 
of nominal Christians, both Papists and Protestants “are as far from [walking as 
Christ walked] as hell is from heaven.” Brerewood’s simplistic but scientific analysis 
of world population serves the theological point Wesley is trying to make. More 
generally, Wesley appeals to the experience of the reader that humankind as a whole 


is not very religious. 


_ ©Within the limited sample studied here, see also “Causes of the Inefficacy 
of Christianity,” §§3-8, ibid., 4:87-91, where even the Methodists are seen to fall short 
of the Christian standard. 


61§1, ibid., 2:485. 
6287, ibid., 2:488. 
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Third, he appeals to experience to give us knowledge of our own spiritual 
states. No other source of knowledge can disclose the condition of one’s own soul. 
Scripture may teach that all human beings are sinners, but experience alone can 
disclose that a particular individual is sinful as well. In “The Marks of the New 
Birth” he appeals to the reader: | 

Is the Spirit of adoption now in your heart? To your own heart let the appeal 
be made. I ask not whether you was born of water and the Spirit. But are you 
now the temple of the Holy Ghost which dwelleth in you?® 
In An Earnest Appeal he gives an example of his “usual language” addressed to 
sinners saying, 
You know your soul is not satisfied. It is still an aching void. Sometimes you 
find (in spite of your principles) a sense of guilt, an awakened conscience. That 
grisly phantom religion (so you describe her) will now and then haunt you still. 
... How often are you in fear of the very things you eek How often in 
racking suspense? “What if there be an hereafter? A judgment to come? An 
unhappy eternity?” Do you not start at the thought? Can you be content to be 
always thus?& 

He appeals to the reader’s experience of a spiritual void and the fear of 
God’s judgment. This is not a legalistic recitation of rules for human life found in 
the Bible. Rather, Wesley appeals to the anxieties and uncertainties of individual 
experience to provide an opening for the gospel. The reader’s need for God should 
be clear once her experience of sin has been brought to her attention. 

Fourth, experience describes God’s activity in the world. In 1743 he wrote 
in An Earnest Appeal, 

_ _ Behold, the day of the Lord is come. He is again visiting and redeeming 
his people. ... Love of all mankind, meekness, gentleness, humbleness of mind, 
holy and heavenly affections, do take [the] place of hate, anger, pride, revenge, 
and vile or vain affections. Hence wherever the power of the Lord spreads, 

S§IV.2, ibid., 1:428. 


64865, ibid., 11:72. 
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springs outward religion in all its forms. . . . All this is plain, demonstrable 
fact. 


In his 1749 open letter to Bishop Lavington, he says, 

You ask, “how I know” so great a work is wrought now? “By inspira- 
tion?” No; but by common sense. I know it by the evidence of my own eyes 
and ears. I have seen a considerable part of it; and I have abundant testimony, 
such as excludes all possible doubt, for what I have not seen. 

The last way in which Wesley uses experience to document matters of fact is 
to argue that certain doctrines have certain tendencies in the real world. One of the 
most interesting facets of the argument in “Free Grace” is the claim that the doctrine 
of predestination is not a doctrine of God because “it tends to destroy that holiness 
which is the end of all the ordinances of God.” Clearly, this argument is intended 
to supplement the basic argument which is taken from Scripture. But its 
implication—-that the validity of a doctrine can be assessed, in part, by the effect it has 
on people-is significant. Wesley argues that the doctrine of predestination “tends to 
destroy the comfort of religion, the happiness of Christianity,” it “directly tends to 
destroy our zeal for good works,”® and “this doctrine not only tends to destroy 
Christian holiness, happiness, and good works, but hath also a direct and manifest 


tendency to overthrow the whole Christian revelation.””° All these arguments are 


grounded in a reading of what happens when people preach and teach 


65§99, ibid., 89. 
66§32, ibid., 374. 
67§11, ibid., 3:548. 
68§13, ibid., 549. 
69818, ibid., 550. 
70§19, ibid., 551. 
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predestination. They stand alongside the arguments from Scripture which are also 
brought to bear on the main contention. 

In the same category are Wesley’s quotation of Thomas Hobbes, “If reason 
be against a man, a man will always be against reason”?! and his contention that 
reason cannot produce faith.”2 In both cases Wesley is using an observation that is 
grounded on experience. 

Two things are noteworthy about Wesley’s appeals to experience. First, he 
is uncritical in his acceptance of testimony by others. His rejection of Lady 
Montagu’s description of the Turks is based on her perceived lack of religion rather 
than her reliability as a witness. Instead, Wesley relies on the more numerous 
accounts of Turks that describe them in sub-human terms. Wesley claims he uses all 
those accounts that have “any pretence to authenticity,” but his standards for 
authenticity are uncritical. Thus, Wesley stands at the beginning of the age in which 
a critical use of sources is acceptable. He is aware of the need to distinguish between 
authentic and inauthentic accounts, but he is not yet applying modern critical 
standards of truth. 

Second, Wesley sees experience as objective in the sense of commonly shared 
by all who are exposed to the object. Whether his claims have to do with the pres- 
ence of fire all around us or with the state of wickedness among humankind, he 
assumes that the matter is one of “plain, demonstrable fact.” Everyone should be 
able to see the situation in the same way. Thus, once authentic testimony is given, it 


should be obvious to all that the “the day of the Lord is come” and “He is again 


n“The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,” §1, ibid., 2:587. 
PE§SII.1, ibid., 593. 
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visiting and redeeming his people.” Wesley does not have an understanding of a 
plurality of perspectives. 


Experience Confirms Scriptural Doctrine 
The second major function of experience is to confirm the teaching of Scrip- 
ture. Many of the matters of fact attested by experience also confirm Scripture. 
However, a question arises here as to just what kind of experience Wesley has in 
mind. In one case the testimony of experience is dependent on seeing reality through 
the eyes of faith. In “Original Sin” Wesley argues that “the whole tenor of the 
oracles of God” teaches that human beings are sinful. He continues, 

And this account of the present state of man is confirmed by daily 
experience. It is true the natural man discerns it not. And this is not to be 
wondered at. . . . In like manner, so long as men remain in their natural 
blindness of understanding they are not sensible of their spiritual wants, and of 
this in particular. But as soon as God opens the eyes of their understanding 
they see the state they were in before; they are then convinced that “eve: on 
living,” themselves especially, are by nature “alto gether vanity”; that is, folly 
and ignorance, sin and wickedness.’3 

What is crucial here is the interaction between Scripture and the experience of faith. 
Wesley acknowledges that unawakened people will not have the “daily experience” 
which confirms the Scripture. But once God awakens their understanding, 
presumably by giving them the eyes of faith, then they will see themselves in a new 
light and acknowledge their sinfulness and the sinfulness of all humanity. 

At the same time, however, Wesley can claim that, quite apart from faith, 
experience teaches us about the reality of human sin. For Wesley, the reality that all 
humanity is sinful is obvious. In the sermon “The Image of God” he describes the 


change that occurred to human nature in the Fall and then writes, 


7811.2, ibid., 176-77. 
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The consequence of his being enslaved to a depraved understanding and 
a corrupted will could be no other than the reverse of that happiness which 
flowed from them when in their perfection. Then were the days of man evil as 
well as few; then, when both his faculties were decayed, and bitterness poured 
on their earthly objects, and heavenly ones withdrawn, the mortal, foolish, 
vicious, enslaved creature was delivered over to his [un]sought-for misery. 
How such a creature as this, as every fair inquirer finds by experience 
himself to be, could come from the hands of the good God, has been the just 
wonder of all ages.’4 
Note that the experience appealed to here as an authority is available to “every fair 
inquirer.” Wesley frequently refers to “daily experience” in the same manner, 
assuming it is available to all. With regard to the commandment to love one 
another,’”> for example, he says, “All men approve of this. But do all men practise it? 
Daily experience shows the contrary.”’6 Again, “daily experience” is the authority 
which shows that the more appetites are indulged, the more they are increased. 
This leads to the deeper question of what kind of experience is Wesley really 
talking about. He does not make systematic distinctions between different types of 
experience and yet it is important for us to know whether he means the religious 
experience of the believer or the sort of objective experience that is available, in 
principle, to everyone. 
The answer is that Wesley is talking about both kinds of experience. First, 
he believes that there is an objective experience of the world, available to all 
impartial observers, that reveals many truths of the Bible. Despite what Wesley said 


about people not seeing their own sinfulness until their eyes are opened, he more 


frequently appeals to the ills of humankind as something generally observed. His 


7481.5, ibid., 4:299. 

75] John 4:7-8. 

76“Catholic Spirit,” §3, Works, 2:82. 
The Use of Money,” §IL.5, ibid., 275. 
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note on Romans 3:10 is a case in point; it reads “That all men are under sin appears 
from the vices which have raged in all ages.”78 
Further, there are aspects of self-knowledge which all persons share. In An 
Earnest Appeal he says, “The oracles of God bear thee witness in every page (and 
thine heart agreeth thereto) that thou wast made in the image of God, an 
incorruptible picture of the God of glory.”79 That kind of experience within each 
person is available to all. To those who love God, there is a different sort of experi- 
ence that confirms Scripture in a different way. For these persons, the promises of 
Scripture have become real in their lives, and they Anow by their own self-knowledge 
the truth of the gospel. Later in the same work Wesley says, 
But what need have we of distant witnesses? You have a witness in your 
own breast. For am I not speaking to one that loves God? How came you 
then to love him at first? Was it not because you knew that he loved you? Did 
you, could you love God at all, till you “tasted and saw that he was gracious,” 
that he was merciful to you a sinner? What avails then controversy or strife of 
words? “Out of thy own mouth”! You own you had no love to God till you 
was sensible of his love to you.80 
Thus, it is clear that, as the Christian progresses, different kinds of experience 
become available to him and serve to confirm Scripture in different kinds of ways. 
This confirmation of Scripture leads to a third role played by experience in 
Wesley’s theology. Because Scripture is understood as guiding the individual to sal- 
vation which can be experienced, those experiences which confirm Scripture’s 
teaching also serve as the goal for the Christian life. For Wesley, Christianity can be 
seen as a system of doctrines or as a set of experiences—the doctrines made real in the 


lives of believers. 


78 Notes, Rom. 3:10. 
19846, Works, 11:62. 
80§61, ibid., 70. 
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Indeed, faith itself is a kind of experience. Defining it as a set of spiritual 
senses makes faith a kind of experience that gives us knowledge. In the sermon “On 
the Discoveries of Faith” he says, 
Faith, on the other hand, is the “evidence of things not seen,” of the invisible 
world; of all those invisible things which are revealed in the oracles of God. 
But indeed they reveal nothing, they are a mere “dead letter,” if they are “not 
mixed with faith in those that hear them.”®! 

A little later he writes, 
By faith I know “there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the 
Word, and the Holy Spirit,” and that “these three are one;”’8? that “the Word,” 
God the Son, “was made flesh,”®? lived, and died for our salvation, rose again, 
ascended into heaven, and now sitteth at the right hand of the Father. By faith 
I know that the Holy Spirit is the giver of all spiritual life; of righteousness, 
peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost;* of holiness and happiness, by the restora- 
tion of that image of God wherein we are created. Of all these things faith is 
the evidence, the sole evidence to the children of men.® 

Note that in these paragraphs there are three quotations from Scripture and echoes 

of several creeds from the early church. Yet Wesley says he knows these things by 

faith, earlier defined as a spiritual sense, and that this is the “sole evidence to the 

children of men.” Yet, it seems that even the appropriation of Scripture is a kind of 

experience that helps us know the truth. 

While Wesley recognized that experience had certain key limitations, his 


usual practice was to treat its evidence as positive. In two cases, however, his usage 


81§4, ibid., 4:30. 


f 82] John 5:7. This and the following two footnotes are the work of the 
editors of the Bicentennial Edition. 


83John 1:14. 
84Rom. 14:17. 
8587, Works, 4:31-32. 
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of experience is specifically designed to show that an appeal to experience must be 
negated by higher authorities or other experiences. 

In the first instance, Wesley notes that just because some people are mis- 
taken about their being in God’s favor does not mean that others are always 
mistaken as well. In the sermon “The Witness of the Spirit, II,” he first poses an 
objection and then answers it: | 

“But madmen, French prophets, and enthusiasts of every kind have 
imagined they experienced this witness.” They have so, and perhaps not a few 
of them did, although they did not retain it long. But if they did not, this is no 
proof at all that others have not experienced it: as a madman’s imagining 
himself a king does not prove there are no rea/kings.®6 

Here Wesley is arguing that while some may be mistaken about their experience, 
such mistakes do not mean that the everyone is always mistaken about their 
experience. The second instance is much like the first. In the sermon “Christian 
Perfection” Wesley argues that it is possible for some to “suppose they do not 


commit sin when they do, but this proves nothing either way.”87 


Conclusion 
For the most part, Wesley’s use of the four non-Scriptural 
authorities—reason, Christian antiquity, the Church of England and experience~is in 
agreement with his conception of them. It is clear that all of these are intertwined 
with Scripture so that it is most accurate to describe them as one single locus of 
authority in Wesley’s theology. We have seen that reason testifies to Scripture, 
interprets Scripture, and in scientific matters even limits Scripture’s range of 


meaning. Similarly, Christian antiquity and experience are used to interpret 


86§IV.2, ibid., 1:293. 
878112, ibid., 2:105-6. 
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Scripture, and yet Scripture governs how they are to be applied to Christian faith 
and practice. 

However, two significant elements appeared in our analysis of Wesley’s use 
of these authorities that go beyond his conception of how they are properly to func- 
tion. First, Wesley’s negative view of reason in some circumstances is in tension with 
his statements about religion and reason going hand in hand. When Wesley advises 
people not to reason but to have faith in God and God’s saving grace in their lives, 
he appears to be going against his own admonition that the only true religion is a 
rational religion. Here he has abandoned reason altogether for an apparently fideist 
position of trusting in God without thinking. Note that Wesley’s advice is not to 
think more carefully. Nor is it to use correct reason or a higher reason. Rather, he 
urges believers to abandon it completely because of its misuse by the devil. 

Wesley’s valiant effort to hold together reason and religion begins to show 
its difficulties here. He is not yet challenged by the developments of modern science 
that severely question the biblical world view. Rather, he is challenged by a rational 
approach to human experience. 

The second element in Wesley’s use of these authorities that goes beyond his 
conception of them appears in his appeals to aspects of Christian tradition other 
than Christian antiquity and the Church of England. In some cases, he is simply 
making implicit use of developments which had been deposited in the Church of 
England’s doctrine. These Wesley took for granted, and failed to give adequate 
recognition to their medieval and Reformation sources. 

However, we also find cases in which Wesley uses these sources in the same 
ways in which he uses Christian antiquity. While these instances are relatively rare, 
they are significant because Wesley’s five-fold conception of authority makes no 


allowance for them at all. Wesley is a traditional theologian. His conception of the 
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different epochs of Christianity and of their purity or impurity is far too simplistic 
and breaks down when he actually employs the ideas and words of later Christian 
teachers. 

Thus, a Wesley who appears highly rational and narrowly biased toward 
early Christianity is in reality less rational and more dependent on the whole 
Christian tradition than he would admit. 
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CHAPTER 8 
THE INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE 


Purpose 

Wesley’s use of Scripture is a direct consequence of the overall purpose 
which he believes Scripture should serve. Despite the wide variety of types of litera- 
ture within the corpus of his written work, most of his writings directly serve the end 
of saving souls. The bulk of his theological writings take the form of sermons, both 
homiletical and theoretical. There are also polemical writings, designed to justify his 
theology and his practice. His few doctrinal treatises are either explanations of his 
theology or discussions of points directly relevant to soteriology. Even the letters to 
his followers relate to the management of the Methodist movement or offer spiritual 
advice to his followers. | 

In all of these literary forms, Wesley employs Scripture in accordance with 
what he understood to be its central purpose-the salvation of souls. His writings 
were decidedly practical, and he self-consciously avoided speculative theology as a 
waste of his time. For him, any use of the Bible should conduce to people knowing 
“one thing, the way to heaven.”! The pattern of citations that we found in Wesley’s 
writings emphasized those texts that deal most explicitly with the order of salvation. 
His understanding of the wholeness of Scripture centers on that topic, and the doc- 
trine of salvation plays a significant role in his practice of interpretation. 

Three examples will illustrate his concern for the practical purposes of 


Scriptural interpretation. The sermon “On Laying the Foundation of the New 
1“Preface” to Sermons on Several Occasions, §5, Works, 1:105. 
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Chapel” has as its text Numbers 23:23: “According to this time it shall be said, What 
hath God wrought!” He opens the sermon with an explanation of how that text will 
be considered. 

We need not now inquire in what sense this was applicable to the children 
of Israel. It may be of more use to consider in what sense the words are appli- 
cable to ourselves; how far the people of England have reason to say, 
“According to this time, what hath God wrought!”2 l 

There are several occasions where Wesley uses the text for a sermon as the spring- 
board to launch his sermon rather than as the subject of an exposition. This is one of 
the few cases in which he explicitly declines to consider the context of the passage 
and simply uses it as a convenient phrase for the message he is trying to proclaim. 

In a sense, the practical import of his message is more important than fol- 
lowing his own rules of interpretation. He knows what needs to be said, and there is 
a connection, however weak, between the text and his subject. Just as Balaam’s mes- 
sage announced the wonderful deeds God had wrought through the Hebrews, so 
Wesley was prepared to announce the wonderful deeds done by God through the 
Methodists. Wesley’s concern is not careful exegesis of this text, but the proclama- 
tion of God’s saving activity in his own day and time. 

The second example of Wesley’s practical concern is his unusually harsh 
condemnation of those who differ from his interpretation of John 5:39. While this 
text will be examined more fully below, it should be made clear that his practical 
view of the text controls his translation of it. He demands that “ Epevvdte tas 
ypadds” be translated as an imperative and calls the other possible translation 
“shamelessly false.” Wesley knows full well that “ épevvdte” is both the imperative 


and indicative form of the verb, and could be translated either way. While the 


2§1, ibid., 3:579. 
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Authorized Version uses the imperative, modern translations use the indicative, pre- 
sumably because of the context. However, searching the Scriptures is one of the 
three primary means of grace described by Wesley. It was important in Wesley’s 
understanding of how to guide the spiritual journeys of those in the Methodist Soci- 
eties. His practical concern overrode his concern for accuracy in translation. 

The third example of Wesley’s practical concern is that he follows through 
on his design to make the Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament “as plain as 
possible.” While there are echoes and brief statements of complex doctrinal posi- 
tions therein, by and large the notes are practical. Some of the longest notes are 
those most hortatory in purpose. Consider the note on Matthew 16:24, “If any may 
be willing to come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow 


72. 
. 


me 


Should we not consider all crosses, all things grievous to flesh and blood, 
as what they really are,-as opportunities of embracing God’s will at the 
expense of our own; and, consequently, as so many steps by which we may 
advance toward perfection? We should make a swift progress in the spiritual 
life, if we were faithful in this practice. ... Let us bear these little things, at 
least for God’s sake, and prefer his will to our own in matters of so small 
importance and his goodness will accept these mean oblations; for he despiseth 
not the day of small things.’ 


The entire note is hortatory. There is no discussion of the significance of crosses in 
Palestinian justice, or whether Jesus was predicting his own death on a cross, or any 
other historical explanation. Rather, Wesley is concerned with making the text’s 


application clear to his readers. 


“Preface,” §6, Notes. 
‘Tbid., Matt. 16:24. 
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Prerequisites 

Wesley’s prerequisites for the interpretation of Scripture are extremely hard 
to measure by his use of them. Prayer before Bible reading and the influence of the 
Spirit on the reader cannot be measured by the output of the reader’s study. How- 
ever, the use of prayer can be measured by Wesley’s diary in conjunction with at 
least one of the sermons in the sample being analyzed. 

The publication of the sermon “Free Grace” in 1739 was a difficult action 
for him to take. The dispute about predestination was dividing the English Evangel- 
icals, and separated the Wesley brothers from their Oxford colleague George 
Whitefield. Wesley’s understanding of his struggle is contained in a letter to James 
Hutton and the Fetter Lane Society, written April 30, 1739. He had determined not 
to preach against predestination, but was accused of doing so anyway. On the 26th, 
he writes, 

I was led, I know not how, to speak strongly and explicitly of predestination, 
and then to pray that if I spake not the truth of God he would stay his hand, 
and work no more among us; if this was his truth, he would “not delay to 
confirm it by signs following.”5 
“Brother” Purdy was pressing him to preach on predestination. He and Wesley cast 
lots and received an answer from the Lord to “Preach and print.” Wesley continued 
preaching. His Diary for April 29 states “5.30 Prayed; writ” and then he preached at 
7 on “Free Grace.”¢ The result was the printing of the sermon “Free Grace” with the 


preface which claimed Wesley was “indispensably obliged to declare this truth to all 


the world.” 


oe 5 Works, 25:639-40. See also the account in the Joumma/for April 25-29, 1739, 
ibid., 19:51-52. 


SIbid., 19:387. 
Mbid., 3:544. 
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In this situation, Wesley clearly follows his rule of seeking the inspiration of 
the Spirit concerning his interpretation of Scripture. He prayed, cast lots and sought 
the advice of Christian friends both concerning content and concerning manner of 
presentation. 

This pattern is repeated with other sermons. The Diary entries frequently 
show prayer and the writing of a sermon linked together. For March 26, 1790, the 
Diary entry reads “4{:00 am] Prayed, sermon, prayer.” On that day he finished “On 
the Wedding Garment.”9 It is possible, however, that by “sermon” Wesley meant 
preparation for the sermon he preached at 9:00 that day. Also, he twice entered 
“sermon” without the notation “prayed.” Further, there is no way to ascertain the 
subject of Wesley’s prayers and no way to show that he noted every prayer time in 
his Diary. However, given the only available evidence, viz., the Diaries, we have 
strong indications that Wesley did couple prayer with his Scriptural interpretation. 

The second prerequisite is the inspiration of the Holy Spirit upon the inter- 
preter. Wesley’s use of prayer is the best evidence available of his active conformity 
to this principle. 

Wesley also noted that a wide range of knowledge in various disciplines was 
extremely helpful if not necessary to correct interpretation of Scripture. The five 
areas of knowledge that he identifies are all ones in which he demonstrated compe- 
tence. He knew “the original tongues” and relied on his knowledge of Greek and 

See April 22, 1783, Curnock, 6:405, working on “The General Spread of 
the Gospel”; August 27, 1787, ibid., 7:319, working on “The Signs of the Times”; 
7.399, working on “On the Discoveries of Paith”, and July 2 1789, bid, 7315. 
working on “Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity.” 

Tbid., 8:54. 
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Hebrew for arguments at key points.!° He was well educated in classical literature 
and world history and sought to relate the Bible to those ideas and events where 
appropriate.!! His interest in the sciences shows up at key points.!2 He used the 
Fathers as resources for his interpretation.!3 The description of the ideal minister 
which Wesley gave in An Address to the Clergy was one which Wesley himself 
largely fulfilled.'4 Wesley’s vast learning in history, science and theology, his reason- 
ing ability, and his knowledge of the original biblical languages are frequently 
illustrated in the citations used in Part II of this dissertation. 


Rules of Interpretation 


Speak as the Oracles of God 

We have noted earlier the large number of Scriptural quotations found in 
Wesley’s sermons, and to a lesser but still significant extent, in the polemical writings. 
This is the clearest evidence that Wesley was indeed following his own rule of inter- 
pretation by adopting the very words of Scripture wherever he could. 

Some of his sermons make less use of Scripture than others. “On Laying the 
Foundation of the New Chapel,” for instance, has only twenty-four Scriptural 

10His translation of the New Testament for Notes makes a number of 


theologically significant points, e.g., his use of “happy” for waxaplor in the 
Beatitudes, 


HE, g., the discussion about the Jewish tables in Notes, Matt. 1:1 and his 
quotations from Virgil, “The Great Assize,” §I1.5, Works, 1:362. 


VE. g., his familiarity with both Hutchinson and Newton on gravity, “On 
Spiritual Worship,” §1.6, ibid., 3:92-93. 


Ji BE, g., his use of Augustine, “The General Spread of the Gospel,” §12, ibid., 


1481.2, Jackson, 10:482-84. 
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quotations compared with one hundred fifty-nine in “Christian Perfection.” In the 
former, he is reviewing the history of the Methodist Revival, whereas in the latter he 
is trying to provide Scriptural arguments to support one of his most controversial 
tenets. 

It was precisely to support his controversial doctrinal points that Wesley 
most often appealed to his rule of speaking as the oracles of God. In his Earnest 
Appeal, he writes, 

Have you not another objection nearly allied to this, namely that we 
reach perfection? True, but what perfection? The term you cannot object to, 
use it is scriptural. All the difficulty is to fix the meaning of it according to 
the Word of God.}5 
Thus, Wesley is prepared to stand his ground on the argument that if a term is found 
in Scripture, it can be used without objection. The only difficulty is to “fix its defini- 
tion” according to the Bible. 

On the opposite side, Wesley once notes that he avoids words that bring 
about controversy when they occur infrequently in Scripture. However, he makes 
this comment in regard to the word “conversion,” because, he says, “it rarely occurs 
in the New Testament.”!6 Strictly speaking, Wesley is right. In the AV, 
“conversion” occurs only once in the New Testament, at Acts 15:3. However its 


cognates occur nine times in the New Testament,)’ rendering Wesley’s claim some- 


what suspect. It is more likely that he is concerned about minimizing controversy, 


15§55, Works, 11:66. 


ee 164 Letter to the Author of “The Enthusiasm of Methodists, etc.,’§19, ibid., 


; James Strong, The Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1890, reprint, 1980), s. v. “conversion,” “convert,” etc., 218. 
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and avoids Scriptural words on occasions when he felt that the controversy would 
not be helpful. 

In the sermon “The Witness of the Spirit, IT” he makes a similar point. 
Arguing that he is generally satisfied with his earlier sermon on the same topic, he 
says, 

make them more mteligibe. | can only add, tha i any of the children of God 
will point out any other expressions which are more clear, and more agreeable 
to the Word of God, I will readily lay these aside.!8 
The use of the very words of Scripture is, in Wesley’s view, the best way to be 
“agreeable to the Word of God.” He understands that there are several such possi- 
bilities and expresses openness to change. He is convinced, however, of the rightness 
of his own terminology because it is found in the Bible itself. Presumably any other 
words that are more agreeable would be biblical phrases as well. 

The concatenation of Scriptural quotations discussed at length above!’ is 
one clear instance of using Scripture in accordance with the rule “speak as the 
oracles of God.” Wesley believed the message of Scripture was plain, and he sought 
to use those plain words to enforce Scriptural truth. 

Another illustration of this rule is Wesley’s use of Scripture as the dictionary 
for defining key terms. The definition from Scripture he quotes most often is that of 
“faith” from Hebrews 11:1. This text is quoted twenty-six different times in the ser- 


mons, and in eleven instances it functions as an explicit definitions.2° One of the 


18§11.3, Works, 1:287. 


, 19 The closing section of “Christian Perfection,” §II.30, ibid., 2:121 was 
discussed in chapter 6 above. 


20Ibid., 1:194, 405; 2:39, 160, 368, 593, 600; 3:492, 521; 4:30, and 188. 
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most explicit of these definitional uses of Scripture comes in “The Scripture Way of 
Salvation.” Wesley writes, 

Faith in general is defined by the Apostle, 2Aeyyos mpayyudtwv où 
PAeTronévwyv —“an evidence,” a divine “evidence and conviction” (the word 
means both) “of things not seen”—not visible, not ivable either by sight or 
by any other of the external senses. It implies both a supernatural evidence of 
God and of the things of God, a kind of spiritual [ight exhibited to the soul 
and a supernatural sight or perception thereof.2! 

Wesley takes this definition as the authoritative one. He does not contrast it with 
others; rather, he considers other Scripture passages to refine it and explain it more 
fully. For example, he quotes Ephesians 1:18 “the eyes of our understanding being 

` opened” and Galatians 2:20 Christ “loved me and gave himself for me”? to indicate 
the manner and the content of this spiritual sight. 

But “faith” is not the only key term for which Wesley seeks a Scriptural 
definition. In the Earnest Appeal, as we have already seen, Wesley argues that the 
only question was to fix the meaning of “perfection” according to the word of God. 
Again, in his note on Matthew 5:9, Wesley suggests “Peace, in the Scripture sense, 
implies all blessings, temporal and eternal.”23 In his sermon “The Means of Grace,” 
he writes, 

It has been, und, objected, “This is seeking salvation by works.” Do 
you know the meaning of the expression you use? What is “seeking salvation 
by works”? In the writings of St. Paul it means either seeking to be saved by 
observing the ritual works of the Mosaic law, or expecting salvation for the 
sake of our own works, by the merit of our own righteousness.?4 


In each of these instances, Wesley uses Scripture as a dictionary to define key terms. 


2117.1, ibid., 2:160. 
22§11.1-2, ibid., 161, Wesley’s emphases. 
23 Notes. 


*48IV.2, Works, 1:391. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


255 


Two possible purposes of such usage should be considered, however briefly. 
First, we saw in Chapter 5 above that Wesley’s desire for simplicity reflects the spirit 
of his age. Nothing could be more simple and pure than the original words of the 
text. Wesley’s implementation of his rule to “speak as the oracles of God” illustrates 
the larger concern to minimize dogmatic additions to the authority of Scripture. He 
sought to let the text plainly speak for itself. There is thus a significant relationship 
between this rule and interpretation according to the literal sense which will be 
considered below. 

Secondly, the suggestion that this is possibly a type of sanctified speech 
which showed the speaker to be a mature Christian must be taken seriously. It 
would appear that the context of the Revival, with its concern to transform nominal 
Christians into more deeply committed Christians, would lend credence to this 
interpretation. 

However, one would then expect Wesley’s pattern of speech to change when 
addressing an audience more cultured than his typical working class Methodists. In 
such a setting, demonstrating his piety by quantity of Scriptural quotation would 
not improve his credibility at all. Wesley’s one sermon ad magistratun?Ps shows the 
same patterns of Scriptural quotation as the others. On the one hand, this might 
indicate that the hypothesis of sanctified speech is not accurate, because Wesley used 
it where it did not matter in that regard. On the other hand, it could be that he did 
not alter an established habit for a noble audience, or that he thought this method of 
citing Scripture would carry authority there as well. 


. . Albert Outler categorized the sermon “The Great Assize” in this way. See 
his introduction, ibid., 1:354. 
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Use the Literal Sense Unless It Leads to a Contradiction With Another Scripture or 
Implies an Absurdity 


Wesley’s strongest instinct in interpreting Scripture is to read it as it is and 
take its most literal, direct meaning. His sermon “The Means of Grace” poses the 
question “whether there are any means of grace.”26 He proposes to answer that 
question by consulting “the oracles of God” because it is impossible to conceive 
“that the Word of God should give no direction in so important a point.”2? Wesley 
then answers the question by quoting biblical commands about prayer, searching the 
Scriptures, and partaking of the Lord’s Supper. To support these as being com- 
manded and binding on Christians, he describes Scripture’s statement as “express,” 
“plain,” “full and express,” “clear,” “plain and clear,” “peremptory,” “clear 
explicit,” and “evident.”?8 What makes this claim of clarity even more striking is that 
Wesley’s second means of grace is built upon a translation of the Greek that is at 
best ambiguous. With regard to John 5:39, which reads “Search the Scriptures” in 
the AV, Wesley says, | 

The objection that this is not a command, but only an assertion that they 
did “search the Scriptures,” is shamelessly false. I desire those who urge it to 

let us know how a command can be more clearly expressed than in those terms, 
Epewvate tas ypagds. It is as peremptory as so many words can make it.?9 
Wesley knows his Greek better than this. He knows that the second person plural 


indicative and imperative forms are exactly the same, and that the judgment about 


translation must rely on the context. It is true that the English translations prior to 


268111, ibid., 1:381. 

27§11.8, ibid., 1:384. 

28Passim, §§III.1-12, ibid., 1:384-90. 
281.7, ibid., 1:387. 
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his time agree with his view here.3° However, Wesley’s unwillingness to see the 
possibility of another translation illustrates the a prioriconviction that the Scripture 
is clear and plain.3! 

On this same understanding, Wesley often attacks those who interpret the 
Scripture in anything other than its “plain, indisputable”3? meaning. His exegesis of 
I John 3:9 forms part of his argument for Christian perfection. In the sermon “The 
Marks of the New Birth,” he writes, 


But some men will say, “True; ‘whosoever is born of God doth not commit 
sin’(Ver. 6 [i.e., 9]) habitually.” Habitually!Whence is that? I read it not. It is 
not written in the Book. God plainly saith, he “doth not commit sin.” And 
thou addest, “habitually”! Who art thou that mendest the oracles of God? 
That “addest to the words of this Book”? Beware, I beseech thee, lest God 
“add to thee all the plagues that are written therein”! Especially when the 
comment thou addest is such as quite swallows up the text, so that by this 
peGodela Ads, this artful method of deceiving, the precious promise is 
utterly lost; by this xufela dvépdmuv, this tricking and shuffling of men, the 
Word of God is made of none effect.33 


Two points need to be emphasized with respect to this quotation. First, Wesley says 
he is opposed to any altering of the text at all. He is not prepared to depart from 
what is written there. One is not to “mend” the text. Secondly, this mending is 


especially wrong when it “swallows up the text” and the “precious promise is lost” 


f 30Tyndale, the Great Bible, the Geneva Bible, the Bishops’ Bible, the Rheims 
Bible, and the AV all read “Search the scriptures” with variants in spelling and 
capitalization. Luther A. Weigle, ed., The New Testament Octapla: Eight English 

Versions of the New Testament in the Tyndale-King James Tradition, New Work: 
Thomas Nelson, [nd]. 


3ICf. also Wesley’s interpretation of the “blasphemy against the Spirit” in 
Notes, Matt. 12:31: “And yet there is nothing plainer in all the Bible. It is neither 
more nor less, than the ascribing those miracles to the power of the devil, which 
Christ wrought by the power of the Holy Ghost.” Such an interpretation has not 
been clear to everyone else! 


32The “Marks of the New Birth,” §I1I.4, Works, 1:427. Such phrases occur 
frequently within Wesley’s writings. 


3351.5, ibid., 1:420-21. 
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and the Word is rendered ineffectual. This is a case where Wesley has a key text that 
plays an important role in establishing the whole tenor of Scripture, and it must not 
be watered down so that its meaning is less strong than a plain and literal interpreta- 
tion. Wesley is concerned that the message of the text be allowed its full force so 
that it supports the pattern of doctrine he calls the analogy of faith. Similar attacks 
on altering the text can be found in several places.34 

However, there are other places where Wesley does precisely what he con- 
demns and inserts words into the text. Sometimes he quotes a biblical passage and 
inserts “explanatory” words into the verse. At one point he interrupts his quotation 
of Hebrews 10:26-27 to insert “experimental” before “knowledge of the truth.”35 In 
the conclusion of “The Witness of the Spirit, II,” he quotes both Romans 8:15 and 
Philippians 4:7, inserting an explanatory phrase in the middle of the latter: 

But when we have once received this “Spirit of adoption,” that “peace which 
passes all understanding,” and which expels all painful doubt and fear, will 
“keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”36 
Doubtless, Wesley would argue that such “mending” does not “swallow up the text” 
or lose the “precious promise” or render the Word “ineffective.” 

In the Notes Wesiey frequently adds to the text by inserting words in the 
middle. He consciously mends the text of I John 2:20 to make it read “Ye know all 
things that are needful for your soul’s health.”>" He argues for this emendation on 
the grounds that not mending the text would leave it in contradiction to Matthew 


34Cf. “Christian Perfection,” §II.6, ibid., 2:107; §II.9, ibid., 109; and Notes, 
Rom. 8:9. 


35“Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, IV,” §1.9, Works, 1:538. 
36§V.4, ibid., 1:298. 
37“Christian Perfection,” §I.6, ibid., 2:102-3. Emphasis added. 
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10:24 and, on the basis of the context, that without the added words the following 
verses would be contradicted. However, his comment on Matthew 26:52 mends the 
text by adding what is simply not there: 


All they that take the sword-Without God’s giving it to them; without 
sufficient authority. 


For this addition, no argument is given, no other Scriptures cited. Perhaps Wesley 
sees these as obvious qualifications to the meaning of the text. But it appears to be 
precisely the sort of “mending” of which he accused his opponents. 

When the content of the text gets even more uncomfortable for Wesley, 
there is a more explicit “mending.” In Wesley’s translation, Romans 11:8 reads 
“God hath given them a spirit of slumber, eyes that they should not see, and ears 
that they should not hear, unto this day.” Such a verse poses distinct problems for 
Wesley, who argued strongly against this kind of predestination and for the free 
grace of God working to save everyone. Thus Wesley’s note reads 


God hath at length withdrawn his Spirit, and so given them up to a spirit of 
slumber; which is fulfilled unto this day. 


Wesley has mended the text in a way that does violence to this particular verse and 
Paul’s meaning. 

The key to understanding Wesley on this point is the rule about interpreta- 
tion according to the analogy of faith. For him, mending the text is interpretation 
that violates its true meaning. The true meaning of any text must be consistent with 
the general tenor of Scripture. Thus, to interpret according to that general tenor is 
not mending, but explanation that brings out the true meaning. This point is made 
in the sermon “The Signs of the Times.” There Wesley rejects one obvious meaning 
because it is blasphemous. He begins by quoting John 12:40, alluding to Isaiah 6:10, 

“He hath blinded their eyes, and hardened their hearts; that they should not 


see with their eyes, nor understand with their hearts, and be converted, and I 
should heal them.” The plain meaning is, not that God did this by his own 
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immediate power-it would be flat blasphemy to say that God in this sense 
hardens any man-but his Spirit strives with them no longer, and then Satan 
hardens them effectually.38 
The point to notice here is that the “plain” meaning is the result of interpretation 
and not the one that is most literally obvious. 

Perhaps Wesley has in mind here his rule that any Scripture where the literal 
sense contradicts another Scripture or leads to an absurdity must be interpreted 
according to a different sense. We have already seen how Wesley argues in “Free 
Grace” that no Scripture can be used to prove a Calvinist understanding of 
predestination—better it be left as meaningless than given that meaning. 

The last half of Romans 8 is another instance of a passage difficult for 
Wesley to annotate. It is a Jocus classicus for the doctrine of predestination, and in 
his Notes Wesley takes pains to put an Arminian gloss on it. In the course of the 
argument he suggests that the passage cannot be taken literally. He writes, 

The works of providence and redemption are vast and stupendous, and 
therefore we are apt to conceive of God as deliberating and consulting on 
them, and then decreeing to act according to “the counsel of his own will;” as 
if, long before the world was made, he had been concerting measures both as 
to the making and governing of it, and had then writ down his decrees, which 
altered not, any more than the laws of the Medes and Persians. Whereas, to 
take this consulting and decreeing in a literal sense, would be the same 


absurdity as to ascribe a real human body and human passions to the ever- 
blessed God. 


This is only a popular representation of his infallible knowledge and 
unchangeable wisdom; . . .39 
Here Wesley is arguing that the predestinarian conception of God relies on a literal 
reading of the text which is absurd inasmuch as it cannot do justice to God’s 


attributes. 


38§1T.6, ibid., 528-29. 
39 Notes, Rom. 8:28. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


261 


It is not always clear what Wesley suggests when the literal meaning is not 
the correct interpretation. Within the sample of material analyzed for this study, 
there is no place where Wesley simply rejects the literal interpretation and substitutes 
an allegorical or “figurative” sense. In one setting he claims that both literal and 
“figurative” interpretations are valid. In the sermon “The New Creation,” he writes 
the following about the new heaven. and the new earth: 

Nay, no creature, no beast, bird, or fish, will have any inclination to hurt any 
other. For cruelty will be far away, and savageness and fierceness be forgotten. 
So that violence shall be heard no more, neither wasting or destruction seen on 
the face of the earth. “The wolf shall dwell with the lamb” (the words may be 
literally as well as figuratively understood) “and the leopard shall lie down with 
the kid.”4! 
Here the meaning of “figuratively” seems to be that the text in question isa 
metaphor for a comprehensive peace between God’s creatures and not simply 
between wolves and lambs. This understanding also holds for the interpretation of 
Jesus being spared from the slaughter of the innocents in Matthew 2:16-18. Wesley’s 
note suggests that the preservation of Jesus “may be considered as a figure of God’s 
care over his children in their greatest danger.”42 

In another place, Wesley consciously interprets a text in a “spiritual sense” 
that goes beyond the literal. In “The Signs of the Times,” he asks whether there are 
any signs that God’s power is approaching. He then says, 

I appeal to every candid, unprejudiced person, whether we may not at this day 
discern all those signs (understanding the words in a spiritual sense) to which 


our Lord referred John’s disciples. “The blind receive their sight.” Those who 
were blind from their birth, unable to see their own deplorable state, and much 


“In one place Wesley suggests that some interpret Ecclesiastes 3:18 “in a 
ToN E a than ever Solomon meant it.” See “The Image of God,” §[3], 
orks, 4:293. 


41§17, ibid., 2:509, quotation from Isaiah 11:6. 
42 Notes, Matt. 2:18. 
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more to see God and the remedy he has prepared for them in the Son of his 
love, now see themselves, yea, and “the light of the glory of God in the face of 
Jesus Christ.’43 
Wesley continues by arguing that spiritual lameness, spiritual deafness, and the lep- 
rosy of sin have been cured in many. When it comes to the poor having the gospel 
preached to them, he takes that in the literal meaning of the word poor. Wesley’s 
interpretation does not show many signs of using different senses of Scripture other 
than this metaphorical application of the literal sense. 
One other aspect of Wesley’s use of the literal sense of Scripture appears in 
his concern for the historical context of the original writers of the Bible. It was dis- 
cussed above that he often takes Scriptural phrases out of context. But throughout 
the Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament he points out customs, currencies, 
relevant Jewish sayings and other parts of the historical background that help the 
reader to understand the meaning of the text. At Matthew 10:14, he explains “Shake 
off the dust from your feet” by saying, 
The Jews thought the land of Israel so peculiarly holy, that when they came 
home from any heathen country, they stopped at the borders, and shook or 
wiped off the dust of it from their feet, that the Holy Land might not be 
polluted with it. Therefore the action here enjoined was a lively intimation, 
that those Jews who had rejected the gospel were holy no longer, but were on a 
level with heathens and idolaters.“4 

One need not agree with this understanding of the context or its implication for 

interpretation in order to appreciate Wesley’s concern to discover what the action 

meant at the time of the writing of the text. 

However, this concern for the historical context of the Bible highlights the 


crucial difference between Wesley and historical-critical interpretation. Here Wesley 


understands that the literal sense is that sense which the author intended when 


43§11.4, Works, 2:526. 


4 Notes. 
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writing. On a such a definition, interpretation according to the literal sense requires 
the highest possible degree of understanding of the original context. The ultimate 
extension of this view sees Scripture as a purely human document to be understood 
completely in the light of its historical circumstances. 

While Wesley is interested in the human side of Scripture, his primary 
emphasis falls on the divine authorship of the text. For Wesley, the Bible’s unity 
stems from the fact that it has a single ultimate author. Thus, for Scripture to be 
interpreted according to the intentions of the author, one must consult the entire 
Book, because that is the only key we have to what the author is trying to say. 

Thus, the exceptions to the rule of literal interpretation become critically 
important. The literal sense cannot be contradictory to other Scriptures because 
that would charge God with contradicting himself. The literal meaning of a text 
must be one that coincides with the general tenor of Scripture, which is determined 


by the analogy of faith. 


Interpret the Text With Regard to Its Literary Context 
One of the clearest uses of this rule in Wesley’s writing comes in “The Means 
of Grace.” The objectors are said to quote Exodus 14:13, “Stand still and see the 
salvation of God.” Wesley says, 


Let us examine the Scriptures to which you refer. The first of them, with 
the context, runs thus: “And when Pharaoh drew nigh, the children of Israel 
lifted up their eyes . . . , and they were sore afraid. [. . .] And they said unto 
Moses, Because there were no graves in Egypt, hast thou taken us away to die 
in the wilderness? And Moses said unto the people, Fear ye not: stand still, 
and see the salvation of the Lord. [. . .] And the Lord said unto Moses, [. . .] 
Speak unto the children of Israel that they go forward. But lift thou up thy 
rod, and stretch out thine hand over the sea, and divide it. And the children of 


Cs n go on dry ground through the midst of the sea.”(Exod 14:10-11, 13, 
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This was the “salvation” of God which they “stood still” to see—by 
“marching forward” with all their might! 


Here Wesley adroitly uses the context to reverse the intended meaning of the 
objector. 

In another instance, Wesley begins “The Use of Money” with reference to 
the context. The text for the sermon is Luke 16:9. Wesley begins by not only recit- 
ing the parable for which this is the concluding lesson, but also noting the audience 
to whom the parable was first told, and that the previous parable was addressed to a 
different audience.‘6 

However, Wesley is also capable of deserting the context, especially when 
the passage serves as the text of the sermon. This rule is not applied to the texts for 
“The Means of Grace,” “On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,” and 
“Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity.”47 In each of these cases, however, he 
makes some reference to the literary context before he departs from it. 

In extended interpretation there are many occasions where Wesley takes 
into account the context of the verse for its proper understanding. In his sermon 
“The Marks of the New Birth,” Wesley argues that one such mark is power over sin. 
He quotes I John 3:1-2 for support, and then suggests, 

__ „Suffer we the Apostle to interpret his own words by the whole tenor of 
his discourse. In the fifth verse of this chapter he had said, “Ye know that he 
wichita a ee 

4581V.5, Works, 1:392. 

46§1, ibid., 2:266. 


47The Means of Grace,” ibid., 1:378; “On Laying the Foundation of the 
New Chapel,” ibid., 3:579; and “Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity,” ibid., 4:86. 


48§1.6, ibid., 1:421. 
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He then continues by quoting other verses from the same chapter and arguing his 
view of I John’s whole train of thought. 

Wesley’s interpretation according to the first rule, “speak as the oracles of 
God” frequently violates this rule about using the literary contexts. Wesley’s habit 
of using Scriptural phrases without reference or explanation also ignores the context 
from which they were taken. Wesley might argue that this was not a matter of 
extended interpretation, but simply using the words of Scripture they way they were 
intended to be used. 

Scripture Interprets Scripture, According to the Analogy of Faith and by Parallel 
Passages 

Interpretation according to the analogy of faith has already been seen to 
play a key role in Wesley’s understanding of the literal sense of Scripture. By 
“analogy of faith,” he means 

the general tenor of [the oracles of God] . . . that grand scheme of doctrine 
which is delivered therein, touching original sin, justification by faith, and 
present, inward salvation.” 
Thus, no particular part of Scripture can be fully understood without reference to 
the whole of Scripture. Wesley’s use of this rule can be traced under three different 
headings: the wholeness of the Bible, the use of parallel passages, and the use of 
counterpoint texts. 

We have already discussed at some length the ways in which Wesley’s use of 
Scripture relates to his understanding of its wholeness, as seen in the pattern of 
citations for Scripture’s authority. 

It will suffice here simply to argue again that for Wesley, all interpretation 


must be according to the whole message of the Bible. Thus, in the sermon “On 


49 Notes, Rom. 12:6. 
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Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,” he defends Methodism from the charge 
of being new by saying, 

This is the religion of the Bible, as no one can deny who reads it with any 
attention. It is the religion which is continually inculcated therein, which runs 
through both the Old and New Testament. Moses and the prophets, our 
Blessed Lord and his apostles, proclaim with one voice, “Thou shalt love the 
Lord thy God with all thy soul, and thy neighbour as thyself.”°° The Bible 
declares, “Love is the fulfilling of the Law,”>! “the end of the command- 
ment,”>? of all the commandments which are contained in the oracles of God.53 

Here Wesley argues for a particular theme and then quotes several different parts of 
the Bible to make his point. This habit of citing many different passages from differ- 
ent parts of Scripture to make the same point occurs regularly throughout Wesley’s 
writings.*4 

In the Notes at Matthew 11:28, Wesley interprets the words “Come to me 
all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” His interpretation 
treats the burden of the “heavy laden” as “the guilt and power of sin.” “Rest” is thus 
justification (resting from the guilt) and sanctification (rest from the power of sin). 
While such an interpretation is not implausible, Wesley’s commitment to interpreta- 
tion according to his version of the analogy of faith gives a sharp focus to these 
words. 

One of the perennial problems for defenders of Scriptural wholeness comes 


in the interpretation of the apparently conflicting emphases of Romans and James. 


50Cf. Deut. 6:5; Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:37, 39, etc. 
51Cf. Rom. 13:10. 

2] Tim. 1:5. 

53§11.2, Works, 3:585. 


For example, cf. “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon the Mount, IV,” §II1.4, ibid., 
1:544 where he quotes Hab., Eph., Mark, and I John, followed by the conclusion 
which begins “Consequently . . . .” 
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In his Notes Wesley recognizes the difficulty and then attempts to harmonize the 
two epistles. However, it is significant that he does so by introducing a concept of 
double justification. His note on James 2:21 says, 
St. Paul says he [Abraham] was justified by faith, Rom. iv. 2, etc: yet St. James 
does not contradict him; for he does not speak of the same justification. St. 
Paul speaks of that which Abraham received many years before Isaac was 
born, Gen. xv. 6; St. James, of that which he did not receive till he had offered 
up Isaac on the altar, He was justified, therefore, in St. Paul’s sense, (that is, 
accounted righteous,) by faith, antecedent to his works. He was justified in St. 
James’s sense, (that is, made righteous,) by works, consequent to his faith. So 
bed St. James’s justification by works is the fruit of St. Paul’s justification by 
aith. 
Clearly Wesley has a problem here. His normal discussions of the order of salvation 
refer to sanctification which follows justification. One might suggest that Wesley has 
interpreted James’ “justification” as equivalent to “sanctification.” But in his ser- 
mon “The Scripture Way of Salvation,” he makes the argument that human beings 
are sanctified (that is made righteous) by faith. Works are necessary only remotely 
and conditionally, as they are necessary to a continuing and lively faith.56 Therefore, 
this problem is not a case of mistaken terminology. 

The passage in question is one of several references to a doctrine of double 
justification which Wesley held but did not emphasize. Lindström discusses the issue 
at some length, arguing that “sanctification has its place between present justifica- 
tion or present salvation on the one hand and final justification or final salvation on 
the other.”5? Deschner agrees with Lindström that there is a two-fold justification in 
Wesley. He uses Wesley’s Noteson Matthew 12:37 and the polemical writings of 


1772-73 as evidence. Deschner concludes, “Final justification remains, nevertheless, 


55 Notes. 
S6§]11.13, ibid., 2:167. 


s7Lindstrém, 124. For a longer discussion, see 198-218. 
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a justification by faith, although works are then adduced to prove the existence of 
living faith.”5® Wesley is here resolving a problem of consistency between books of 
the Bible by reference to the analogy of faith, the Bible’s general tenor. 

A second way of looking at this rule of interpretation is to consider Wesley’s 
suggestion that the interpreter consider “parallel passages.” There is a sense in 
which concatenations of scriptural quotations are really “parallel” passages. In 
many of these, Wesley finds texts that carry the same message and uses them in 
sequence to make the point he wishes to make. 

However, there are places where Wesley is explicitly looking for a passage 
that is “parallel” to one under more lengthy consideration. One purpose of seeking 
parallels is to clarify the meaning of terms by finding how they are used in other 
places. In the sermon “On Working Out Our Own Salvation” Wesley writes, 

But how are we to “work out” this salvation? The Apostle answers, 

“With fear and trembling.” There is another passage of St. Paul wherein the 
same expression occurs, which may give light to this: “Servants, obey your 
masters according to the flesh,” according to the present state of things, 
although sensible that in a little time the servant will be free from his master , 
“with fear and trembling.” This is a proverbial expression, which cannot be 
understood literally. For what master could bear, much less require, his ser- 
vant to stand trembling and quaking before him? . . . It is easy to see that these 
strong ae hain of the Apostle clearly imply two things: first, that every- 
thing be done with the utmost earnestness of spirit, and with all care and 
caution—perhaps more directly referring to the former word perà ġóßov, “with 
fear”; secondly, that it be done with the utmost diligence, speed, punctuality, 
and exactness-not improbably referring to the latter word, werd 7pduou, 
“with trembling.”59 

Another purpose of examining parallel passages however, has to do with reinforcing 

the content of a passage. In “Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, IV,” Wesley 


quotes Matthew 5:13, part of his text, 


58Deschner, 178. 
59811.2, Works, 3:204-5. 
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“If the salt have lost its savour, wherewith shall it be salted? It is thenceforth 
good for nothing but to be cast out, and trodden under foot of men.” ... If ye 
had never known the Lord there might have been hope-if ye had never been 
“found in him.”© But what can you now say to that his solemn declaration, 
just pee to what he hath here spoken? “Every branch in me that beareth 
not fruit, he (the Father) taketh away. . . . He that abideth in me, and I in him, 
bringeth forth much fruit. . . . Ifa man abide not in me” (or, do not bring forth 
fruit) “he is cast out as a branch, and withered; and men gather them” (not to 
plant them again, but) “to cast them into the fire.”(John 15:2, 5-6)® 


Here Wesley is reinforcing the uncomfortable message of Matthew 5:13 with the 
same point made in John 15:5-6. Wesley is using a parallel passage to support his 
interpretation. 

But there is an interesting variation of this “parallel passage” rule. On many 
occasions, Wesley turns to a related passage not to support but rather to pose a 
potential objection to the point he wants to make. In this counterpoint use, he 
introduces a text that seems to bear a contrary meaning and then disposes of the 
objection by reconciling the two texts in one way or another. In the sermon “Upon 
Our Lord’s Sermon On the Mount, IV” Wesley is concerned to prove that Christian- 
ity is a social religion® and should not be hidden by a solitary life. Wesley devotes 
§III of the sermon to answering objections. He writes, 

_ . “But ‘God is a Spirit, and they that worship him must worship him in 

spirit and in truth.’ And is not thisenough? Nay, ought we not to employ the 
whole strength of our mind herein? Does not attending to outward things clog 
the soul, that it cannot soar aloft in holy contemplation? . . .Whereas St. Pul 
would have us ‘to be without carefulness,’ and to ‘wait upon the Lord without 
distraction.” 
_ „L answer, “God is a Spirit, and they that worship him must worship him 
in spirit and in truth.” Yea, and this is enough: we ought to employ the whole 
strength of our mind therein. But then I would ask, “What is it to worship 
God, a Spirit, in spirit and in truth?” Why it is to worship him with our spirit; 
to worship him in that manner which none but spirits are capable of. . . . 

Phil. 3:9. 

6181.8, Works, 1:537. 


_&By this he means that it is not solitary, that it does require “living and 
conversing with other men” (§I.1, ibid., 1:533-34) and that it should not be hidden. 
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Consequently one branch of the worshipping God in spirit and in truth is the 
keeping his outward commandments. To glorify him therefore with our bodies 
as well as with our spirits, to go through outward work with hearts lifted up to 
him, to make our daily employment a sacrifice to God, to buy and sell, to eat 
and drink to his glory: this is worshipping God in spirit and in truth as much 
as the praying to him in a wilderness. 
Note that here Wesley provides a different interpretation of the apparently conflict- 
ing verse from the one attributed to his opponent. He explicitly asks what the other 
verse means and then shows that it really does not conflict with the point he had 
made earlier. 

Many other examples of this counterpoint use exist in Wesley’s writings. In 
general they should be taken as an indication of two things. First, theology was 
often written in a controversial form during the eighteenth century, and Wesley is no 
exception. Some of his sermons, like “The Means of Grace” and “Free Grace” are 
highly controversial in form. Others, like “Catholic Spirit” and the series “Upon Our 
Lord’s Sermon on the Mount,” do not have an explicitly controversial form but yet 
take up controversies that rest on different interpretations of key texts. In many of 
these cases Wesley put words and Scripture texts into the mouths of his opponents 
and then refutes them. 

Second, this counterpoint use of Scripture must be seen as another way in 
which Wesley took seriously the wholeness of Scripture. He is bound to consider all 
of the texts that bear on a particular subject and not just those favorable to his view. 
By proposing a conflicting text and then showing that the conflict is only apparent, 
he strengthens his argument that the whole tenor of Scripture points in a particular 
direction. 

The wholeness of Scripture is a major element in Wesley’s hermeneutics. We 


have seen that it affects the literal sense of Scripture for Wesley, and that he insists 


S3§ITT.4, ibid., 1:543-44. 
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on interpretation according to the analogy of faith as a primary rule. Further, we 
have seen that the rule is one which did indeed play a major role in his use of 
Scripture. 

Why does Wesley see the wholeness of Scripture as constituted by the order 
of salvation? There is no firm evidence to which one can point for a certain answer. 
Wesley nowhere argues for this as the general tenor of the Bible. It is obvious to him 
that it is so. In his note on I Peter 4:11, he simply says, 

The oracles of God teach that men should repent, believe, obey. He that treats 
of faith and leaves out repentance, or does not enjoin practical holiness to 
believers, does not speak as the oracles of God: he does not preach Christ, let 
him think as highly of himself as he will.“ 
Here Wesley summarizes the contents of the Bible with the familiar triad of the order 
of salvation. The thrust of his message is to condemn incompleteness. Alternative 
lists of what the Bible teaches are not in question. 

Several points may be suggested here. First, it was a widely shared assump- 
tion among Wesley’s contemporaries that the Bible’s main point was individual 
salvation. Baxter’s writings were directed to that point. Tillotson was concerned 
with it. Even Locke’s exegesis was an attempt to uncover the simple message of the 
Bible to determine the true conditions for individual salvation. Within this context, 
it is not surprising that Wesley should come to the Bible “to find the way to 
heaven,”65 

Second, Wesley continues the Puritan appeal to the entire Scripture as a 
single voice with a single theme. His emphasis on the wholeness of Scripture fits in 


well with Baxter's conception and use, but is completely missing in Tillotson. 


64 Notes. 


65“Preface” to Sermons on Several Occasions, §5, Works, 1:106. 
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Further, Locke’s concern for simplicity led to an approach that prevented such an 
appeal to the general tenor of the whole Bible. l 

Third, Wesley saw in Scripture an answer to the question of the individual’s 
experience of God. The advances made in scientific method gave great credibility to 
reasoned interpretation of observed phenomena. Over and over Wesley made 
reference to “experimental” religion—a faith that could be observed, i.e., felt, by the 
individual who was experiencing it. Further, while faith and commitment could not 
be directly observed, one could trust the testimonies given by individuals about their 
experiences and test their authenticity by observing the individuals’ behavior in the 
path toward entire sanctification. 

Albert Outler was correct in asserting that Wesley’s distinctiveness in the 
Christian tradition lies in his holistic understanding of the Christian life. He drew 
upon the traditions of “faith alone” and holy living to formulate a distinctive 
theology. This theology was grounded in an interpretation of Scripture which read 
it as answering the question of the individual’s search for salvation. 

The cultural process that gave rise to the Deists emptied traditional Angli- 
canism of its power to move the common people. Wesley is a child of the age of 
reason. His appeal to experience as the goal of the Christian life is the theological 
counterpart of the natural philosophers who rejected speculative science for observ- 
able phenomena. Given that cultural milieu, a formulation of the analogy of faith as 
the individual’s experience of grace—prevenient, justifying and sanctifying-is under- 


standable. 


S¢Albert C. Outler, “The Place of Wesley in the Christian Tradition” in 7he 
Place of Wesley in the Christian Tradition, ed. Kenneth E. Rowe (Metuchen, NJ: 
Scarecrow, 1976), 14. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


273 
Commandments are Covered Promises 
Wesley reads Scripture as a book of promises that will be fulfilled. In An 
Earnest Appeal he quotes Matthew 5:11-12 and says, 


Do not you know that this (as well as all other Scriptures) must needs be 
fulfilled? If so, take knowledge that this day also it is fulfilled in your ears.67 


Wesley says in “The Means of Grace” that “I do expect that he will fulfil his Word, 
that he will meet and bless me in this way.”68 Further he says, “a sincere desire to 
receive all his promises” should be part of every Christians preparation for the 
Lord’s Supper. 
It should be noted that Wesley’s definition of “fulfillment” may differ from 
what a modern reader would expect. His note on Matthew 2:17 reads 
A passage of scripture, whether prophetic, historical, or poetical, is in the 
language of the New Testament fulfilled when an event happens to which it 
may with great propriety be accommodated.70 
Thus, words spoken in the Bible with one purpose in their original use can be said to 
be “fulfilled” by later events. Wesley’s own translation of Matthew 21:32 reads 
For John came to you in a way of righteousness, and ye believed him not: but 
the publicans and the harlots believed him: and ye, seeing it, repented not 
afterward, that ye might believe him.”! 
He then comments, “O how is this scripture fulfilled at this day!”72 In another case, 


the beatitude “Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted” is 


61869, Works, 11:74. 
S§TV.2, ibid., 1:391. 
69§3, ibid., 4:141. 

1 Notes. 

nIbid. 

nJbid. 
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“fulfilled” by those who are born again.73 Many other examples can be found, 
including one where prophecies in Isaiah are referred to as “glorious promises made 
to the Christian church,”74 

What is critical to notice here is Wesley’s reliance on the prophesies and 
statements in Scripture as promises to be “fulfilled” also in his own day. Crucial to 
this is his understanding that 

As God is one, so the work of God is uniform in all ages. May we not then 
conceive how he wil/work on the souls of men in times to come by considering 
how he does work now? And how he kas wrought in times past?’ 

This usage of Scripture as a book of promises is one aspect of Wesley’s 
implementation of his rule that commandments are “covered promises.” Only one 
specific instance of interpreting a commandment in that way was contained in the 
sample studied. In the Notes his translation of Matthew 5:48 is “Therefore ye shall 
be perfect, as your Father who is in heaven is perfect.” The Authorized Version uses 
the imperative form “Be ye therefore perfect.”76 This translation is permitted by the 
ambiguity of the Greek ““Eoeode obv úueîs TéAevo.” However, it is important that 
Wesley read this as a future tense to give the basis for his interpretation. He notes, 

So the original runs, referring to all that holiness which is described in the 
foregoing verses, which our Lord in the beginning of the chapter recommends 
as happiness, and in the close of it as perfection. 


73“The Marks of the New Birth,” §11.5, Works, 1:424. 


74cf. “The General Spread of the Gospel,” §26, Works, 2:498. The passages 
quoted are Isaiah 11:9, 60:18, 19, 21 and 61:11. 


75“The General Spread of the Gospel,” §10, Works, 2:489. 


7¢However, Weigle shows that Tyndale, the Great Bible, the Geneva Bible, 
and the Bishops Bible all agree with Wesley here. 
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And how wise and gracious is this, to sum up, and as it were seal, all his 
commandments with a promise; even the proper promise of the gospel, that he 
will “put” those “laws in our minds, and write them in our hearts!”7” 
Wesley here makes explicit appeal to his principle of interpretation. He translates 
the imperative as a future indicative, and thereby insists on God’s grace which will 
bring about what he has commanded. 
Wesley’s principle covers more ground than this ambiguity of Greek tenses. 
He intends it to mean that all Biblical commandments are also promises. This claim 
must also be understood against his use of Scripture as a book of promises that can 
be fulfilled. 


Interpret Literary Devices Appropriately 

Wesley is conscious of issues of literary style. The introduction to his 
Sermons on Several Occasions says, “Nothing here appears in an elaborate, elegant, 
or oratorical dress.”78 He saw himself as writing “ad populum-to the bulk of 
mankind-to those who neither relish nor understand the art of speaking.”?9 
However, Wesley was himself aware of that art as it was studied and practiced in his 
day. This made him capable of interpreting literary devices in the Scriptures even if 
he disdained their use in his own prose. He notes various stylistic uses such as that 
the apostles rarely addressed people by name but rather used titles like “brethren” or 
“beloved.”®° He believes that Scripture’s high level of literary quality is shown in 


many ways. At one point, for instance, Wesley notes that the examples presented in 


1 Notes, Matt. 5:48. For the last Scripture quote, cf. Jeremiah 31:33. 
78§2, Works, 1:103. 

PY bid. 

80 Notes, Rom. 1:13. 
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Romans 4 “are selected and applied with the utmost judgment and propriety.”®! 
Specifically, there are seven literary devices to which Wesley refers in his 
interpretation. 

First, Wesley argues that “figurative” language must be interpreted prop- 
erly. While some metaphors can be interpreted figuratively and literally,®2 others 
should be taken only figuratively. At one point Wesley argues that interpreters read 
Ecclesiastes 3:18 “in a more literal sense than ever Solomon meant it.”83 This point 
plays an important role in his comment on Matthew 26:26. The comment on the 
Last Supper reads, 

This bread js, that is, signifies or represents, my body, according to the style of 
the sacred writers. Thus, Gen x1.12, “The three branches are three days.” Thus, 
Gal iv. 24, St. Paul, speaking of Sarah and Hagar, says, “These are the two 
covenants.” Thus, in the grand type of our Lord, Exod. xii.11, God says of the 
paschal Jamb, “This is the Lord’s passover.” Now Christ, substituting the holy 
communion for the passover, follows the style of the Old Testament, and uses 
the same expressions the Jews were wont to use in celebrating the passover.*4 
Two points are noteworthy here. First, the earlier conclusions about the unity of 
Scripture are borne out here. There is a “style of the sacred writers” that includes 
Paul, Jesus and the Old Testament. 

Second, Wesley argues that the phrase “This is my body” can best be under- 
stood as symbolic on the same basis as other examples in the Bible. Two of the 
biblical examples are not parallel with the one under consideration. The Genesis 


passage is the interpretation of a dream, and the Galatians passage is an explicitly 


abid., Rom. 4:4. 


_ &The wolf dwelling with the lamb in Is. 11:6 “may be literally as well as 
figuratively understood,” “The New Creation,” §17, Works, 2:509. 


83“The Image of God,” §{3], ibid., 4:293. 
84 Notes, Matt. 26:26. 
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allegorical interpretation of Scripture. However, one reading of Exodus 12:11 could 
construe “This is the Lord’s passover” as being a symbol of the Lord’s passing over 
the people. Wesley suggests that the best reason for a symbolic interpretation of this 
passage is the similarity of style with these other passages. 

The second literary device Wesley notes is transposition. His comment on 
Matthew 5:29 suggests that the 29th verse might refer to verses 27 and 28, and verse 
30 refer to verses 21 and 22.85 A third literary device he notes is the parallel structure 
of verses 38 and 34 in Romans 8.86 A fourth literary device is synecdoche, using a 
part to represent the whole.®’ A fifth literary device is the use of “proverbial expres- 
sions,” as in Matthew 6:3, “let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth.”88 
A sixth literary device is that of gradation, or the movement from a lower level of 
subject matter to a higher level.®9 

Perhaps the most controversial literary device Wesley notes is the use of 
another voice by the author. Wesley argues that Romans 7:7-25 cannot apply to the 
apostle himself. He writes, 

This is a kind of digression, to the beginning of the next chapter, wherein the 
apostle, in order to show in the most lively manner the weakness and inefficacy 
of the law, changes the person and speaks as of himself, concerning the misery 
of one under the law. This St. Paul frequently does, when he is not speaking of 
his own person, but only assuming another character, Rom. iii.5, 1 Cor. x. 30, 
iv.6. The character here assumed is that of a man, first ignorant of the law, 
then under it and sincerely, but ineffectually, striving to serve God. To have 
spoken this of himself, or any true believer, would have been foreign to the 

8Tbid., Matt. 5:29. 

86Ibid., Rom. 8:38 

87Ibid., Rom. 12:1. Wesley also finds this device in Rom. 4:24. 

®88]bid., Matt. 6:3. 


8Tbid., I John 5:8, quoted below. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


278 


whole scope of his discourse; nay, utterly contrary thereto, as well as to what is 
expressly asserted, Rom viii. 2,90 


In a similar way the “we” in James 3:1-3 must be a “figure of speech” since common 
sense shows that apostles could not offend in the ways described.9! Note that in both 
cases it is not the literary form that suggests a different interpretation. Rather, the 
different interpretation is required by the content, the absurdity of a literal reading. 

But note that the absurdity of the literal reading lies in its relation to the 
general tenor of Scripture as understood by Wesley. Here again the concept of 
Scripture’s wholeness determines the interpretation by governing what is absurd and 
what is not. Wesley cannot accept that Paul would have spoken the words of 
Romans 7:7-25, and so a literary device is assumed and the passage interpreted 
accordingly. 

Wesley sometimes does rely on literary analysis to interpret Scripture. 
However, literary devices do not play a large role in his interpretation, but serve as 
ways of helping understand particular texts when needed. His use of them is depen- 
dent on his understanding of the divine authorship of Scripture, because he sees a 


unified literary style throughout all of Scripture. 


Seek the Most Original Text and the Best Translation 
Wesley’s judgments about the correct text of the Bible must be measured 
against the background of his time. Textual criticism got its modern start with the 
work of Erasmus during the 1500’s. Slow progress had been made, and by Wesley’s 
time significant work was being done. Among other pioneers in the field, Johannes 


Bengel was a significant contributor; most of Wesley’s understanding of textual 


Ibid., Rom. 7:7. 
Ibid., James 3:1. 
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criticism was derived from him. Bengel’s influence was also felt on the content of 
Wesley’s exegesis. Wesley took Bengels Gnomon of the New Testament as the basis 
for his own Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament. 

We have seen that Wesley is committed to the idea that establishing the best 
text is important, and he knows that the texts used by the translators of the 
Authorized Version could be improved upon. His translation of the New Testament 
is full of emendations that have a textual basis. For example, the AV of Matthew 
9:13 ends, “for Iam not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” The 
Greek words “els perávorav” are included in many manuscripts, but are now not 
included in the modern Nestle text.92 Wesley’s text reads, “for I am not come to call 
the righteous, but sinners” along with the RSV and NIV and other modern transla- 
tions. For many such corrections Wesley makes no justifying comment. 

In four places, however, Wesley provides reasons for the textual changes 
that he makes. From the AV of Matthew 5:22, “But I say unto you, That whosoever 
is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment,” Wesley 
drops the words “without a cause.” He offers this note on the verse: 

Some copies add, “without a cause:” But this is utterly foreign to the whole 
scope and tenor of our Lord’s discourse. If he had only forbidden the being 
angry without a cause, there was no manner of need of that solemn declara- 
tion, “I say unto you;” for the scribes and pharisees themselves said as much as 
this. Even they taught, men ought not to be angry “without a cause.” So that 
this righteousness does not “exceed” theirs. But Christ teaches, that we ought 
not for any cause to be so angry as to call any man Raca, or Fool 3 


Note that no external manuscript evidence is cited here. Wesley simply notes that 


some copies have the extra words. The arguments he advances are internal and 


*2Fberhard Nestle and Erwin Nestle, et. al. eds., Novum Testamentum 
Graece, 26th ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgessellschaft, 1979), 21. 


93 Notes, Matt. 5:22. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 


280 


appeal to the whole Sermon on the Mount, suggesting that the revised text is more 
consistent with the whole. 

In a similar way, the content of the text is decisive in the case of I John 5:7-8. 
Modern critical editions delete a large section of verse 7 and part of verse 8. Wesley’s 
text transposes the two verses but retains all of the traditional wording. His text 
reads, 


7For there are three that testify on earth, the Spirit, and the water, and the 


blood: and these three agree in one. 8And there are three that testify in 
heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. 


His comment on the text appeals to Bengel, his favorite authority on such matters. 
He then gives his exposition of the two verses and concludes, 


It must now appear, to every reasonable man, how absolutely necessary the 
eighth verse is. St. John could not think of the testimony of the Spirit, and 
water, and blood, and subjoin, “The testimony of God is greater,” without 
thinking also of the testimony of the Son and Holy Ghost; yea, and 
mentioning it in so solemn an enumeration. Nor can any possible reason be 
devised, why, without three testifying in heaven, he should enumerate three, 
and no more, who testify on earth... . 

The seventh verse, therefore, with the sixth, contains a recapitulation of 
the whole economy of Christ, from his baptism to pentecost; the eighth, the 
sum of the divine economy, from the time of his exaltation. 

Hence it farther appears, that this position of the seventh and eighth 
verses, which places those who testify on earth before those who testify in 
heaven, is abundantly preferable to the other, and affords a gradation 
admirably suited to the subject.%4 


Wesley did not have the research materials needed to make a detailed manuscript 
analysis of these verses. He did know, however, how to analyze the content of a text 
and had learned from Bengel that some internal arguments might be marshaled for 
or against a certain position.95 Wesley’s insistence on the doctrine of the Trinity in 


the face of Deist criticisms made this verse a critical one to retain in the Scriptures. 
4Tbid., I John 5:7-8. 


951 John 5:7 serves as the text for “On the Trinity.” In §5 Works, 2:378-79, 
Wesley discusses its textual authenticity. He summarizes Bengel under three points: 
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Going even farther with this content criticism, Wesley argues for the 
retention of the words “of God” in I John 3:16. He knows they are not in the origi- 
nal text, but argues that they belong there by implication. For this he suggests paral- 
lels with John 20:15 and Song of Solomon 1:2. 

Perhaps Wesley’s most serious mistake, from the viewpoint of modern 
textual criticism, is his argument for deleting the word “Jeremy” in Matthew 27:9. 
The main English versions in use before his time agreed in naming Jeremy as the 
prophet who spoke the words which followed. Wesley’s text simply says, “Then was 
fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet, saying... .” He then comments, 

The word Jeremy, which was added to the text in later copies, and thence 

received into many translations, is evidently a mistake: for he who spoke what 

St. Matthew here cites, or rather paraphrases, was not Jeremy, but Zechariah.°* 
Many things are at stake in this conclusion for Wesley. His understanding of the 
infallibility of the text requires an explanation. The emerging science of textual crit- 
icism provides a helpful answer he can use. The fact that he has no manuscript 
evidence is not nearly as important as his conviction that the original texts could not 
have made this kind of mistake. 

These four examples taken together do not show Wesley as a great text 
critic, Almost all of his conclusions are based on Bengel. However, his openness to 
this new understanding of the Bible shows that he is willing to consider these kinds 
of issues so long as they do not contradict his theology. Where textual issues threat- 
en to disrupt his reading of the whole message of Scripture, he abandons critical 
interpretation for the best traditional arguments he can find. 

1) it is found in many more copies than miss it, including those of the greatest 
authority, 2) it is cited by a “whole train of ancient writers from the time of St. John 
to that of Constantine” and 3) Constantine’s successor, the Arian emperor would 


have sought to erase it. 


96 Notes, Matt. 27:9. 
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More pervasive for Wesley were questions of the proper translation of the 
biblical text from the original Janguages. Here Wesley was more at home and could 
argue the issues more forcefully on the basis of his own knowledge. Most important, 
he was aware of the difficulties of good translation and of the issues involved. In his 
sermon “The Marks of the New Birth,” he writes, 

This hope (termed in the Epistle to the Hebrews mAnpodopla nlorews, 
(Hebrews 10:22) and elsewhere mAnpogopla ¢Amldos (Hebrews 6:11)-in our 
translation, the “full assurance of faith,” and the “full assurance of hope”; 
expressions the best which our language could afford, although far weaker 
than those in the original) . . 9” 

Wesley’s translation of the New Testament was a significant revision of the 
text. He used the Authorized Version as his base, but made numerous revisions.98 
For example, in the book of Matthew, only 181 of the 1,070 verses did not have 
some change made to them. The changes can be grouped into five categories. 

First, there are changes which result from a revised Greek text. These have 
been discussed above. Second, there are changes which result from changes in the 
English language. In almost every place where the AV uses “unto” Wesley uses 
“to.”99 He frequently changed the AV’s “of” to “by,”! and the AV’s “that” to 


97§11.2, Works, 1:423. 


98In the Preface he writes, “In order to assist these in such a measure as I am 
able, I design, First, to set down the text itself, for the most part, in the common 
English translation, which is, in general, so far as I can judge, abundantly the best 
that I have seen. Yet I do not say it is incapable of being brought, in several places, 
nearer to the original. Neither will I affirm that the Greek copia from which this 
translation was made are always the most correct: and therefore I shall take the 
a as occasion may require, to make here and there a small alteration.” Notes, 


99E.¢., ibid., Matt. 8:21-22, 9:6, 9:12. 
10E.g., ibid., Rom. 9:30, 14:18. 
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“which” as a pronominal conjunction.!°! Many of Wesley’s emendations are of this 
type, without substantive meaning but making the text clearer to eighteenth-century 
readers, 

Third, there are changes which result from a better understanding of Greek 
grammar. In most of the places where the AV has “answered and said” Wesley used 
“answering said” which is a better translation of the Greek.!°2 Such revisions rest on 
an understanding of the process of translation that attempts to capture the literal 
meaning of the original grammar without the wooden repetition of the Greek forms. 
In much the same way, Wesley omitted many of the words italicized in the AV 
because they are not in the Greek text. He also did not italicize others on the 
grounds that they were legitimate parts of a good translation of the Greek text. 
These changes result from improvements in the scholarly understanding of Greek 
syntax made between 1611 and Wesley’s time. 

Fourth, Wesley prints the text in paragraph form, abandoning the one 
paragraph for each verse that was characteristic of the AV. He was not alone in 
doing so. Other eighteenth-century translations did the same.'° John Locke argued 
that the division of the text into chapters and verses was an external cause of the 
obscurity of Scripture.!% 

Fifth, there are changes which result from Wesley’s choice of a different 
word to provide what he thought was a better translation of the Greek. These are 


101E.g., ibid., Matt. 12:36. 

102E.g., ibid., Matt. 20:22. 

103See John Heylyn, Theological Lectures at Westminster Abbey, With an 
Interpretation of the Four Gospels, 2 vols. (London: J. and R. Tonson and S. 
Draper, 1749-61) where his translation does the same. 


1047 ocke, Paraphrase, 105. 
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substantive changes that often carry theological implications. For example, where 
the Greek text has “yaxdpio.” Wesley uses “happy” instead of “blessed.” Thus, in 
his translation Matthew 5:3-4 reads 


Happy are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Happy are 
they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.105 


This supports Wesley’s dictum that holiness and happiness are two names for the 
same thing. 

Translation questions sometimes play important parts in his sermons as 
well. In his sermon “Original Sin” he writes, 


We see, when God opens our eyes, that we were before čao év [T 
kéopu.@—“without God,” or rather, “atheists in the world.”!0 


None of the major English translations before Wesley’s time used “atheists,” 
although Outler’s footnote tells us that the Geneva Bible used it in a marginal 
note.!°? Wesley’s note on the passage paraphrases the text as “wholly ignorant of 
the true God, and so in effect atheists.”! Thus, the transliteration is an acceptable 
translation as well. However, the word atheist carried pejorative connotations in the 
eighteenth century, and sharpened the distinction between the stages of being sinner 
and justified. 

Another case of translation that carried theological import was Wesley’s 
insistence on the correct tense of “ceowopévo.” in Ephesians 2:8. Without printing 
the Greek word, he makes reference to the translation: 

Pte ae same translation is made at Matt. 24:46, Rom. 4:6-7, James 1:12, and 

106811.3, Works, 2:177. The quote is from Eph. 2:12. 

107Tbid., footnote 30. 


108 Notes, Eph. 2:12. 
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And first let us inquire, What is sa/vation? The salvation which is here spoken 
of is not what is frequently understood by that word, the going to heaven, 
eternal happiness. It is not the soul’s going to paradise, termed by our Lord 
“Abraham’s bosom.” It is not a blessing which lies on the other side death, or 
(as we usually speak) in the other world. The very words of the text itself put 
this beyond all question. “Ye aresaved.” It is not something at a distance: it 
is a present thing, a blessing which, through the free mercy of God, ye are now 
in possession of. Nay, the words may be rendered, and that with equal 
propriety, “Ye Aave been saved.” So that the salvation which is here spoken of 
might be extended to the entire work of God, from the first dawning of grace 
in the soul till it is consummated in glory.1® 

Here Wesley is arguing for the present experience of salvation by insisting that it is 


something that happens in this life and not something to be expected in the future. 


Conclusion 

Three significant conclusions can be drawn from the evidence discussed in 
this chapter. First, Wesley’s use of Scripture is largely in agreement with his concep- 
tions of Scripture. Wesley applies each of the seven rules in a way that serves the 
purpose of interpretation as he understood it-the salvation of souls. He himself 
fulfills many of the prerequisites of good interpretation, and he interprets Scripture 
in ways that do not violate his own rules of interpretation. 

However, his interpretation sometimes shows a greater freedom than his 
stated conceptions would suggest. Frequently, this freedom results from conflicting 
rules of interpretation. Faced with such conflicts, Wesley picks that rule which best 
fits the purpose of interpretation in general. For example, he insists that people not 
“mend the text.” Yet, if the text needed additional words in order to be interpreted 
in accordance with the general tenor of Scripture, Wesley freely made additions. 

The second conclusion relates to this freedom of interpretation. For 
Wesley, the principle that Scripture is to be interpreted as a whole is the dominant 


principle over all of the others. Nowhere in his conception of hermeneutics does he 


109“The Scripture Way of Salvation,” §I.1, Works, 2:156. 
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rank his rules of interpretation in any way. Indeed, his explicit hermeneutics is so 
undeveloped that rarely does he relate any one rule to another. It would be charac- 
teristic of Wesley to deny that there were any conflicts between them at all. 
However, in his practice Wesley continually makes reference to the general tenor of 
Scripture as justification for breaking one of the rules. 

For example, he follows the textual criticism of his day, except where it 
denies the validity of verses key to the analogy of faith. The doctrine of the Trinity is 
a necessary presupposition to the analogy of faith, and Wesley will not accept any 
emendation of I John 5:7 as found in the AV. Wesley’s rule that biblical passages 
are to be interpreted with regard to their context is broken by his application of the 
rule to “speak as the oracles of God.” Wesley’s frequent use of Scriptural phrases 
ignores the context altogether. 

The rule about interpretation according to the literal sense has an explicit 
exception for contradiction with other Scriptures. Wesley exploits this exception 
when dealing with passages that relate to the doctrine of predestination. His sermon 
“Free Grace” indicates the lengths to which he is prepared to go to appeal to the 
general tenor of Scripture in opposition to the literal sense of a particular verse. 

Third, Wesley has a serious problem in his hermeneutics. The tension 
between interpretation according to the literal sense and interpretation according to 
the general tenor of Scripture is never adequately addressed. To Wesley, it is obvi- 
ous that the general tenor of Scripture consists of the doctrine of salvation applied to 
the experience of the individual. The purpose of biblical interpretation is salvation, 
and the general tenor is expressed in those doctrines which comprise the order of sal- 
vation. Further, Wesley understands this to be the literal sense of the text when 
taken as a whole. However, many particular texts, when taken literally, do not 


support the general tenor Wesley has found. 
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The problem for Wesley is that this tension is never recognized. Nowhere is 
his view of the general tenor of Scripture defended in any general way. There are 
many different texts that are adduced to support particular points. But nowhere 
does Wesley make a systematic survey of the whole Scripture and show good reasons 
why the salvation of the individual soul is the main theme. Nowhere are alternative 
readings of Scripture examined so that this reading is shown to be the best possible 
one. If by “literal” Wesley means “faithful to the author’s intention,” and if the role 
of different human beings as participants in the creation of the Bible is acknowl- 
edged, then Wesley must resolve the problem between his understanding of the 
general tenor and other versions of the “literal” sense of the whole Bible. 

Despite his failure adequately to resolve this tension, Wesley has shown the 
fruits of an exegesis that seeks to take seriously the general tenor of Scripture in the 
interpretation of each of its parts. The attraction of Wesley’s hermeneutics is its 
holistic approach that provides a fruitful interpretive tool. One must decide if 
Wesley’s understanding of the analogy of faith is indeed a faithful and correct read- 
ing of the text. Further, one must decide if one can share Wesley’s assumption that 
the biblical text can and should be read as a whole. But if one answers yes to those 
questions, then a very interesting and helpful hermeneutics opens up new pathways 


to understanding the Bible. 
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CHAPTER 9 
CONCLUSION 


Wesley and Scripture 

Wesley’s stated theological method is complex. We have seen that one must 
take into account the five different authorities that he both acknowledged and used 
in his writings. We have seen that on different occasions Wesley would formulate his 
position in seemingly contradictory ways, providing ample opportunities for his 
Critics to accuse him of inconsistency. 

Yet, when Wesley is read carefully and attention is paid to the whole body 
of his writings, a consistent view of Scripture appears. The primacy of Scripture in 
his understanding of authority is clear. For Wesley, the Bible is the supreme 
authority for Christian teaching, indeed for sound thinking as such. It must be 
followed in preference to any other authority. Wesley holds a strong position on its 
inspiration; God is the author of Scripture. He understands that the very nature of 
God means that he cannot be ignorant and cannot lie. Since Scripture is divinely 
authored, it cannot make mistakes, Wesley’s position on infallibility is 
uncompromising: there are no mistakes in the Bible. Wesley sees Scripture as 
sufficient, clear, and whole. Its wholeness is constituted by the analogy of faith, 
which he characterizes as “that grand scheme of doctrine which is delivered therein, 
touching original sin, justification by faith, and present, inward salvation.”! The 
analogy of faith, for Wesley, constitutes at once the general theme of Scripture and 


the primary rule for the right interpretation of Scripture. 
1 Notes, Romans 12:6. 
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Once the authority of Scripture is clearly affirmed, the subordinate roles of 
other authorities become clear. Reason, Christian antiquity, the Church of England, 
and experience are all important to the method of determining Christian doctrine. 
For Wesley, these five forma single witness to the truth when they are rightly used. 
Scripture’s message is reasonable; it is best interpreted by the early church; its 
teachings are clarified by the Church of England; and its principles are experienced 
in the lives of believers. Each authority has its own area of competence. But more 
importantly, they all give the same message. 

However, the strength of this affirmation is limited by the fact that Wesley 
defines the terms so that they are mutually interdependent. Scripture is the least 
dependent of the five on the others. It is to be taken in its “plain, obvious meaning.” 
However, we have seen that when Scripture implies a contradiction or absurdity, 
thereby contravening the standards of reason, one must depart the literal sense for a 
figurative one. Wesley had learned from Bengel that the Greek text of Scripture was 
not certain. He knew that in many cases a careful determination had to be made 
before one even knew what the text said. His arguments for textual revision are 
usually internal and governed by the basic tenets of Christian orthodoxy. Indeed, 
whatever the sense of Scripture might be, it could never be interpreted so as to por- 
tray God as the author of double predestination. That argument in “Free Grace” is 
so framed that it sometimes appeals to the general tenor of Scripture and sometimes 
to theological convictions. 

The other terms depend on Scripture and each other for their definition. 
Concerning reason, Wesley defines it according to contemporary philosophy. But it 
is inconceivable to him that a “reasonable” person would not accept the divine 
authority of Scripture. Thus Scripture’s content becomes determinative of what 


“reason” teaches. Christian antiquity, defined as the purest age of the church, is 
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delimited by how faithful the Christians then living were to the teachings of 
Scripture. Wesley appeals to the Church of England not as an organizational hierar- 
chy, but in terms of its Articles, Homilies, and Liturgy, which he deemed to be 
Scriptural. General human experience is important evidence in many matters of 
fact. For theological issues, it is only the Christian experience of real believers that 
counts. 

Wesley’s use of Scripture is generally consistent with his conception thereof. 
Scripture is clearly the dominant authority in practice as well as in theory, cited more 
often than all the others combined and given the decisive role to play. We have seen 
that Wesley’s doctrines of assurance and perfection are based on “the plain sense of 
Scripture” as their main foundation. Other arguments are brought in to reinforce 
the exegetical arguments, but Wesley thinks he is reading Scripture’s clear meaning 
on these matters. Furthermore, Wesley’s interpretation is controlled by his practical 
interest. Doctrinal speculation rarely occurs. Rather, Wesley interprets Scripture 
according to the analogy of faith and its soteriological focus. This is made clear 
both in the pattern of citation of his texts and in the way he handles difficult 
problems. 

However, Wesley’s use of Scripture points to a greater flexibility in three 
areas. First, his conception of inspiration gives a significant role to the human 
authors when he is actually commenting on key texts. While not admitting an error 
in the text, he explains why an error in the genealogical tables of Matthew 1 would 
be part of God’s plan in writing for the Gospel’s first audience. 

Second, he makes a much greater use of the whole Christian tradition than 
his conception would suggest. To take Wesley’s statements about tradition at face 
value, one would expect to find references only to the primitive church and the 


Church of England. Instead, we found explicit references to several figures from 
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Medieval and Reformation periods. We also found uses of ideas and phrases taken 
directly from creeds and theologians during the “dark” periods of Christianity. 

From a twentieth-century point of view, Wesley is insufficiently self-critical 
about his use of tradition. One might argue that all Christian churches are the 
inheritors of centuries of Christian tradition and therefore are inescapably bound up 
in using it. Whereas some churches might seek to minimize that influence, the 
Church of England provides explicit warrants for traditional influence in its Articles 
and Liturgy. In depending on the Church of England, Wesley is depending on the 
whole of Christian tradition more than he would admit. 

Whereas his conception of a five-fold but unified locus of authority is clear, 
his use indicates a four-fold but unified locus of authority. He would never attribute 
to the whole of tradition an authority sui generis, but we saw that he came to deny 
that type of authority to Christian antiquity as well. Wesley’s use of tradition is 
subject to the similar qualification that those aspects of tradition that are Scriptural 
are authoritative. 

Third, Wesley’s rules of interpretation were seen to be in conflict on 
occasion. Interpretation according to the analogy of faith was seen to be dominant 
over all the others. Even the literal sense of Scripture is to be abandoned if it 
conflicts with this general tenor. This conflict gives Wesley a great deal of freedom 
in his handling of texts. The tensions that are inevitably present in this freedom are 
not adequately addressed by Wesley’s conception of Scripture. Nevertheless, the 
holistic approach to Scripture represented here has been seen to be a fruitful 
hermeneutic tool. 

Wesley’s theology was grounded in a reading of Scripture that does three 
things. First, it holds to the authority of Scripture as primary within a complex but 


unified locus of authority. Wesley emphasizes the simplicity of Scripture while 
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simultaneously acknowledging the usefulness of other authorities. Critics could 
argue that Wesley does not believe in Scripture alone, if a strict definition of that 
term is being used. However, no one does. By acknowledging a five-fold locus of 
authority, Wesley makes explicit the matrix of theological authority some form of 
which is usually at work in Christian theology, even if only implicitly. The authority 
of particular churches is construed differently within those churches, and the author- 
ity of Christian antiquity, however defined, varies among different churches as well. 
However, some form of tradition is usually authoritative in Christian theology, 
implicitly if not explicitly. 

Second, Wesley’s reading of Scripture emphasizes the wholeness of the Bible 
as the key to its interpretation. While his conception did not provide a hierarchy for 
the rules of interpretation, it was clear from his use that interpretation according to 
the analogy of faith was the controlling idea. Wherever different principles seemed 
to clash, it was to the “general tenor” of the text that Wesley appealed. 

Third, Wesley’s reading puts practical questions to the forefront of interpre- 
tation. He comes to the Bible seeking the message of salvation for himself and for 
others. He is willing to follow the new sciences for understanding the physical world. 
The Bible is not authoritative in those areas. Further, he is not interested in finding 
biblical justification for speculative theology. Rather, he seeks the plain, simple mes- 
sage that the Bible has to offer about the meaning of an individual’s life in the sight 
of God. 

One way of talking about all three of these emphases is to discuss John 
Wesley’s understanding of the unity of authority, the unity of Scripture, and the 
unity of the Christian life. Each of these taken separately is unitary. For Wesley, 


there is a deeper unity that ties all three together. 
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First, we have seen that the five-fold locus of authority is a unit. Its terms 
are mutually interdependent for their proper functioning. It is inconceivable to 
Wesley that any one of the five, when properly used, would contradict any of the 
other four. This unity allows Wesley to appeal to any one of the five or any combi- 
nation of them as a warrant in theological argument. 

Within this unity, Scripture is primary. The other four are subordinate to it, 
even though they influence its conclusions. Wesley is homo unius libri in the sense 
that Scripture is the starting point and primary standard for Christian faith and 
practice. Whatever rational or traditional interpretation is made must have in view 
the better elucidation of its message. 

The unity of Scripture is the dominant theme of Wesley’s hermeneutics. 
Other principles function in his thought, but they are abandoned if they conflict with 
interpretation according to the analogy of faith. Wesley is convinced that all of 
Scripture has one message-the salvation of the individual. Doubtful Scriptures are 
best understood with reference to this whole. 

The unity of the Christian life is Wesley’s practical concern. He eschews 
speculative theology. His focus is on the experience of grace by the individual. He 
not only seeks salvation for the individual, but teaches that one should expect to 
experience it in an identifiable manner. The order of salvation thus gives an inte- 
grated plan for a Christian’s journey. The beginning point is applicable to all human 
beings. The intermediate stages are clear. The destination is desired by everyone. 
Wesley’s answer to the basic religious questions about the meaning and goal of 
human life is one with integrity and appeal to the common person. 

But all three of these are also unified by their mutual relations. Wesley sees 
the locus of authority as held together by its dominant member Scripture, which in 


turn is seen as having the theme of salvation as its unifying center. The unity of 
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Scripture is expressed in its testimony to the justifying and sanctifying grace of God. 
The other parts of the five-fold locus of authority also carry the same message. 
Together, these authorities describe a system of doctrine that was meant to become 
real in the experiences of believers. Wesley’s distinction, noted above in the letter to 
Conyers Middleton, between Christianity as a system of doctrine and as an inward 
principle is crucial. What the Scripture teaches and the authorities confirm is made 


real in the lives of believers. 


Wesley's Contribution to Biblical Interpretation Today 

While an extended analysis of how a Wesleyan view of Scripture and its 
interpretation might be applied to the late twentieth century is not possible in this 
study, it is appropriate to indicate two ways in which further research might seek to 
use what he has to offer. 

First, Wesley’s focus on interpretation of the Bible in a practical way is help- 
ful. What is the purpose of Scripture? Can a unified view of the purpose of 
Scripture be drawn from the Bible itself? Wesley approaches the Scripture with a set 
of presuppositions that it will answer these questions. He is certain that the Bible 
will show him the way of salvation. His focus on soteriology is one that challenges 
contemporary theology. If soteriology is understood in an evangelical sense, then we 
look at the message of Scripture one way. If soteriology is understood from the per- 
spective of liberation theology, then salvation becomes something else. The theme of 
salvation and the practical application of the Scripture to the lives of Christians 
today is a significant reminder of the direction interpretation might take. The ques- 
tion is whether Wesley has read Scripture properly as judged by the Scriptural 


witness itself. 
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Second, this focus on salvation is also tied up with the wholeness of Scrip- 
ture. He is not the only person to use the idea of the analogy of faith. Locke’s 
critique of the subjectivity of the term must be taken seriously. 

If one accepts the argument in David Kelsey’s Uses of Scripture in Recent 
Theology, then the acknowledgement of any writing as “scripture” attributes some 
sort of wholeness to it. Kelsey raises the issue of wholeness from the level of presup- 
position to the level of conscious reflection. If we attribute normative authority to 
the Bible, what sort of wholeness are we supposing it to have? Kelsey has shown the 
variety of answers contemporary theologians have given to this question. 

The descriptive observation that varieties of wholeness have been posited 
does not absolve the theologian from the prescriptive problem of determining what 
the wholeness ought to be. Any coherent doctrine of Scriptural authority must 
answer this question. Wesley’s answer in terms of the doctrine of salvation offers an 
alternative for consideration. While it is not the only alternative available, it is 
worthy of consideration because of the influence it has had during the last two 
hundred years. 

Along these same lines, there have been several suggestions within biblical 
studies for an approach to the Bible as a whole. Canonical criticism as proposed by 
Brevard Childs and James Sanders? appears to be a way of asking the question of 
wholeness from the perspective of the Bible itself. Whether Wesley’s claim that the 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), The New Testament as Canon: An lntrodhcton 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985); James Sanders, Torah and Canon (Philadelphia: 


Fortress, 1972), and Canon and Community: A Guide to Canonical Criticism 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984). 
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analogy of faith constitutes “the general scope and tenor” of the Bible can stand 


scrutiny by critical study remains to be seen. 
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APPENDIX 1 


REPRESENTATIVE SAMPLE OF WESLEY’S WORKS USED IN PART IT 


The following sample from Wesley’s works was used in Part II of this study. 
In the process of making a selection that would be a balanced bd chapel of the 
entire corpus, attention was paid to the type of work, the year of its composition and 


whether the text (of the sermon) was from the Old or New Testament. 


Sermons Year Text 
The Image of God 1730 Gen 1:27 
The Circumcision of the Heart 1733 Rom 2:29 
Salvation by Faith 1738 Eph2:8 
Free Grace 1739 Rom 8:32 
Christian Perfection 1741 Phil 3:12 
The Means of Grace 1746 Mal 3:7 
The Marks of the New Birth 1748 John 3:8 
Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, IV 1748 Mt 5:13-16 
Catholic Spirit 1750 2Kgs 10:15 
The Law Established through Faith, I 1750 Rom 3:31 
The Great Assize 1758 Rom 14:10 
Original Sin 1759 Gen6:5 
The Use of Money 1760 Luke 16:9 
The Scripture Way of Salvation 1765 Eph2:8 
The Witness of the Spirit, IT 1767 Rom 8:16 
On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel 1777 Num 23:23 
The Casé of Reason Impartially Considered 1781 1 Cor 14:20 
The General Spread of the Gospel 1783 Is11:9 
On Working Out Our Own Salvation 1785 Phil 2:12-13 
The New Creation 1785 Rev 21:5 
The Signs of the Times 1787 Mt 16:3 
On the Discoveries of Faith 1788 Heb 11:1 
Dives and Lazarus 1788 Luke 16:31 
Causes of the Inefficacy of Christianity 1789 Jer 8:22 
On the Wedding Garment 1790 Mt 22:12 
Exegetical 
Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament 

Matthew, Romans, James, 1 John 1755 
Polemical Writings 
An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion 1743 
A Letter to the Author of “The Enthusiasm 

of Methodists and Papists Compared” 1750 
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APPENDIX 2 
BAXTER AND WESLEY ON THE PROOF FOR INSPIRATION 


The following texts are given in full to show the similarities between the two 
arguments. Their essential structures are the same: 

Scripture must be written by devils, by good men, by bad men or by God. 

It was not written by devils, by good men or by bad men. 

Therefore, it was written by God. 
Wesley’s version is substantially shorter than Baxter’s and he calls it “clear and 
concise”. Wesley’s also covers the logical possibility that “good angels” were 
involved which Baxter does not mention. The argument’s order is slightly different 
in Wesley, because he puts bad men and devils together as a single case. 

It is conceivable that Wesley rewrote Baxter’s argument and added the first 
section about the four pillars of Scripture. It is also conceivable there is another text 
which Wesley used, which may have in turn depended on Baxter. This comparison 
of texts makes the modest claim that the probability of Wesley’s dependence on 
Baxter, whether direct or not, is very high. At present, there is no proof of the 
linkage between the two. 

Baxter’s text is taken from Part II, Chapter V, Section 1 of The Saints’ 
Everlasting Rest, 239-41. Wesley’s text is A Short Proof for the Divine Inspiration of 
the Holy Scriptures, Jackson, 11:484. 

Baxter’s 
Saints’ Everlasting Rest 

I come now to my second Argument, to prove Scripture to be the word of 
God: And it is this. 

If the Scriptures be neither the invention of Devils, nor of men, then it can 
be from none but God: But that it is neither of Devils, nor meerly of men, I shall 
now prove (for I suppose none will question that major proposition) First, Not 
from Devils; for first they cannot work Miracles to confirm them. Secondly, It would 
not stand with Gods Sovereignty over them, or with his Goodness. Wisdom and 


Faithfulness in governing the world, to suffer Satan to make Laws, and confirm 
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them with wonders, and obtrude them upon the world in the name of God, and all 
this without his disclaiming them, or giving the world any notice of the forgery. 
Thirdly, Would Saran peak so much for God? So seek his Glory as the Scripture 
doth? would he so vilifie and reproach himself? and make known himself to be the 
hatefullest, and most miserable of all creatures? would he so fully discover his own 
wiles? his Temptations? his methods of deceiving? and give men such powerful 
warning to beware of his snares? and such excellent means to conquer himself? 
would the Devil lay such a design for mens salvation? would he shew them their 
danger? and direct them to escape it? would he so mightily labor to promote all 
Truth and goodness, and the happiness of mankind, as the Scripture doth? Let any 
man tell me what book or Pas in the world, did ever so mightily overthrow the 
Kingdom of Satan as this book, and this Gospel design? And would Satan be such 
an enemy to his own Kingdom? Fourthly, If Satan were the author, he would never 
be so unweariedly, and subtilly industrious, to draw the world to unbelief, and to 
break the Laws which this book containeth, as his constant temptations do sensibly 
tell many a poor soul, that he is? Would he be so earnest to have his own words 
rejected? or his own Laws broken? I think this is all clear to any man of Reason. 


Sect. IT. 

Secondly, That no meer men were the inventers of Scripture, I prove thus. 
If men were the devisers of it, then it was either good men, or bad: but it was neither 
good men nor bad: therefore none. 

Though goodness and badness have many degrees, yet under some of those 
degrees do all men fall. Now I will shew you that it could be neither of these. And 
first, Good men they could not be. For you might better say that Murderers, 
Traytors, Adulterers, Parricides, Sodomites, &c. were good men, rather then such. 
To devise Laws and father them upon God; to feign Miracles, and father them upon 
God: to set themselves up in the place of God: to say their word is the word of the 
Lord; to promise eternal salvation to those that obey them: to threat damnation to 
those that obey them not: to draw the world into a course so destructive to all their 
worldy happiness, upon a promise of happiness in another world, which they cannot 
give; to endeavour so egregiously to cozen all mankind; If all this, or any of this, be 
consistent with common honesty, nay if it be not as horrible wickedness as can be 
committed, then I confess I have lost my reason. Much less then could such a 
number of Good men in all ages, till Scriptures were finished, be guilty of such 
unexpressible crimes, Neither will it here be any evasion, to say, they were men of a 
middle temper, partly good, and partly bad: for these are not actions of a middle 
nature, nor such as will stand with any remnants of ingenuity or humanity. We have 
known wicked persons, too many, and too bad; yet where or when did we ever know 
any that attempted any so more-then-Hellish an enterprize? False Prophets have 
sent abroad indeed particular falshoods: But who hath adventured upon such a 
Systeme as this? Mahomets example indeed comes nearest to such a villany: Yet 
doth not he pretend to the hundredth part so many Miracles, nor so great, as the 
Scripture relateth, nor doth pretend to be God, nor any more then a great Prophet: 
trusting more to his sword for success, then to the Authority or truth of his 
pretended Revelations, Not denying the truth of much of the Scriptures; but adding 
his Alcoran, partly drawn from Scripture, and partly fitted with fleshy liberties and 
promises to his own ends. And doth not every man among us take that Act of 
Mahomet to be one of the vilest that the Sun hath seen? And judge of the man 
himself accordingly? So that I think it beyond doubt, that no one good man, much 
less so great a number as were the penmen of Scripture, could devise it of their own 
brain, and thrust it on the world. 
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Secondly, And it is as certain, that no bad men did devise the Scriptures. 
Could wicked deceivers so highly advance the glory of God? and labour so mightily 
to honour him in the world? Would they have so vilified themselves, and ack- 
nowledged their faults? Could such an admirable undeniable epii of holiness, 
righteousness, and self denial, which runs through every vein of Scripture, have been 
inspired into it from the invention of the wicked? Would wicked men have been so 
wise, or so zealous for the suppressing of wickedness? Or so earnest to bring the 
world to Reformation? Would they have been such bitter adversaries to their own 
ways? and such faithfull friends to the ways that they hate? Would they have vilified 
the ungodly, as the Scripture doth? And pronounced eternall damnation against 
them? Would they have extolled the godly, who are so contrary to them? And pro- 
claimed them a people eternally blessed? Would they have framed such perfect and 
such spiritual laws? And would they have laid such a design against the flesh? And 
against all their worldly happiness, as the scope of the Scripture doth carry on? Its 
needless sure to mention any more particulars: I think every many of the least 
ingenuity that considers this, or deliberately vieweth over the frame of the Scriptures, 
will easily confess, that it is more then probable, That it was never devised by any 
deceiving sinner? much less, that all the penmen of it in several Ages were such 
wicked deceivers. 

So then, if it was neither devised by good men, nor by bad men; then sure by 
no men: and consequently must of necessity proceed from God. 


Wesley’s Clear and Concise Demonstration of the Divine 
Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures 


There are four grand and powerful arguments which strongly induce us to 
believe that the Bible must be from God; viz., miracles, prophecies, the goodness of 
the doctrine, and the moral character of the penmen. All the miracles flow from 
divine power; all the prophecies, from divine understanding; the goodness of the 
eel from divine goodness; and the moral character of the penmen, from divine 

oliness, 

Thus Christianity is built upon four grand pillars; viz., the power, under- 
standing, goodness, and holiness of God. Divine power is the source of all the 
miracles; divine understanding, of all the prophecies; divine goodness, of the good- 
ness of the doctrine; and divine holiness, of the moral character of the penmen. 

I beg leave to propose a short, clear, and strong argument to prove the 
divine inspiration of the holy Scriptures. 

The Bible must be the invention either of good men or angels, bad men or 
devils, or of God. 

1. It could not be the invention of good men or angels; for they neither 
would nor could make a book, and tell lies all the time they were writing it, saying, 
“Thus saith the Lord,” when it was their own invention. 

2. It could not be the invention of bad men or devils; for they would not 
make a book which commands all duty, forbids all sin, and condemns their souls to 
hell to all eternity. 

_ , _,3. Therefore, I draw this conclusion, that the Bible must be given by divine 
inspiration. 
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APPENDIX 3 


WESLEY’S SCRIPTURAL PETERE S THE SERMONS COMPILED BY 


The following is a compilation of the Scriptural references found in Wesley’s 
Sermons from “Index of Scriptural References” in Works, 4:651-87. The Index is 
generally quite reliable. It does, however, depend on the footnotes in the text. In 
some cases the editors had to use their judgment to decide between two or more 
possible references for the same words. 

Two drawbacks to the quality of the data should be noted. First, the 
references include citations made by the editors in the footnote even where the text is 
not directly referred to in Wesley’s text. Because these are not differentiated in the 
Index, they have simply been included. 

Second, where more than one of the gospels could have been cited, the 
editors frequently cite Matthew and “etc.” Thus, footnote 15 at Works, 1:205 could 
have cited Deuteronomy 6:5, Luke 10:27, and Mark 12:30. The footnote reads 
“Matthew 22:37, etc.” Thus, the predominance of Matthew over Luke and Mark in 
the following list may be less pronounced than is indicated. 

Given these problems in the data base, the list is still sufficiently accurate for 
the general conclusions reached in this study. Following is the name of the books of 


the bible and the number of times it is cited in the “Index.” 


Matthew.........c.cccsssssceees 947 Tsala hsara 306 
ROMAMDS.........ceceesscesooeee 907 L Peter ........00000000000000000010 284 
Psalms .........cccccesscssceceoees 750 Galatians.........000000000000000 269 
Lukestar teua 507 Revelation.........00000000000- 248 
Hebrews ...0........ccccccecesees 501 Philippians ..................0+ 232 
Johno iirinn 487 Matk 2h ves ecccescesecuieeats 199 
1 Corinthians ................. 478 GENESIS .........cccccceseseseees 195 
Ephesians ..............ccccc00 440 VARIES esain 185 
1 JONG. teccoectec clonccacincde 438 1 Timothy................20006 178 
PCTS A ei eA ots 387 Colossians ............cccss00 177 
2 Corinthians ................. 329 JOD AE EEA 176 
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